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For Rick

All the stories never told: petals shaken from the rose.

— R. M. Ryan
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Introduction

We can never know what to want, because, living only one life, we can neither compare it with our previous lives nor perfect it in our lives to come.

—epigraph to Raymond Carver’s Where I’m Calling From, quoted from Milan Kundera’s The Unbearable Lightness of Being

Few American short story writers have been celebrated as Raymond Carver was in the 1980s. Because his spare, colloquial prose hints at something absent and mysterious, critics called him the father of minimalist fiction. Writers and writing teachers revered and imitated his style. Readers loved his grim, often funny, sometimes transcendent stories about the lives of the working poor. He wrote about their money problems, alcoholism, embittered marriages, and disaffected children; about muted, interior crises brought on by bad luck or neglect rather than intent. Carver knew that territory because he lived in it for much of his life.

Carver paid a high price for the experiences that served his art.

When printer’s galleys arrived for his first book of short stories, Will You Please Be Quiet, Please?, Carver and his wife, who was a schoolteacher, had just been released from their debts by a federal bankruptcy court. Carver drank vodka while he corrected the pages at his dining room table in Cupertino, California.

On the day after the book’s publication in March 1976, two of Carver’s friends arrived at his house early in the morning. They didn’t come to celebrate the book that would become a National Book Award finalist. They came to drive him and his wife to his trial at the county courthouse; he had been charged with lying to obtain unemployment payments. As they all departed, Maryann Carver took a shiny, white book from a stack on their table. The book was dedicated to her, a fruit of their nineteen married years. She would show it to the judge as evidence that her husband was still a man with prospects. She hoped to be able to keep him out of jail. She would explain that he was the victim of unfulfilled dreams and alcoholism.

Indeed, Will You Please Be Quiet, Please? was a career-launching book. Carver, then thirty-eight, had published in literary magazines—plus two stories in Esquire—but this first book had been a long time coming.

It came almost too late.

Alcohol had ruled Carver’s life for longer than he cared to admit. Lying to the state of California was hardly the worst offense Carver had committed as he capitulated to late-stage alcoholism. “Everything,” he wrote later, that he and Maryann “held sacred, every spiritual value, [had] crumbled away.”

Carver’s fate had closed in on him when he suffered an alcoholic withdrawal seizure in the lobby of a clinic where he’d just been detoxified. A doctor told him then that he’d risk irreversible brain damage if he drank again; that first book could be his last. Despite the dire warning, Carver continued to drink, detox, and relapse for another two years. As he became sicker and sicker, he hid the severity of his problem more cunningly from everyone but his family and close friends. These people worried, but they couldn’t influence him.

Yet Carver finally turned his life around, becoming one of the rare exceptions in a long line of hopelessly alcoholic American authors. When he finally quit drinking, he made the decision alone. That day of his last drink was the natal day of his new life, the beginning of the decade he described as “gravy”—the sauce that enriches an ordinary meal.

In his eleven sober years, Carver made difficult decisions that changed his work and his circumstances. He relished the rewards, affection, and freedom that came his way. When he died in 1988, Where I’m Calling From, a selection of his short stories that the New York Times named a favorite book of the late twentieth century, had just been published; he had just completed his third collection of poetry in five years. His work appeared in twenty-two languages and the Times of London called him “the American Chekhov.” He was a full-time writer, acclaimed by the press and supported by royalties from his books and a generous five-year grant from the American Academy and Institute of Arts and Letters.

In the end, though, Carver measured his own success by what he’d come through and by the work that he believed would survive him. He wasn’t a saint, and his sobriety wasn’t perfect—he remained a nervous, obsessive, and lovably boyish man addicted to cigarettes and reliant on marijuana. But he credited his productive final years to not drinking: “I’m prouder of that, that I’ve quit drinking, than I am of anything in my life.”

Carver liked to say he had two lives, and sometimes he spoke of two people, Bad Ray and Good Ray, viewing himself with the bemused, kindly detachment he held for his fictional characters. Of course, he was one man with one life. Bad Ray and Good Ray together were messier and more human than his dichotomy supposed.

Carver acknowledged the irrevocable singleness of his life when he selected as an epigraph to his final volume of stories a quotation from Milan Kundera that speaks of the impossibility of knowing “what to want” or of perfecting oneself within one lifetime. Carver became a more confident and luckier man when he stopped drinking, but he didn’t become a different man. In recovery, he accepted himself and marveled at his own achievements. His intention to write well remained his true north.







PART 1 
BEGINNINGS







CHAPTER 1 
Raymond Junior

1929–1940, from Arkansas to the Pacific Northwest

The borderers were a restless people who carried their migratory ways from Britain to America. There had been many folk movements in their history before the Atlantic crossing, and many more were yet to come. The history of these people was a long series of removals—from England… to the rainbow’s end.

—David Hackett Fischer on the American Scots-Irish1

Raymond Clevie Carver was born on May 25, 1938, in Clatskanie, Oregon. His parents, Ella and Clevie Raymond Carver, were Arkansawyers who had come west to find work. Like the Scots-Irish borderers who were their forebears, the Carvers roved in search of economic stability. By the time of Raymond’s birth, his twenty-four-year-old father (called C.R. by friends, Raymond at home) had twice migrated between Arkansas and Washington state, participated in a lengthy strike against a sawmill in Washington, and quit a hazardous job at the Grand Coulee Dam. C.R. came to Wauna, Oregon, to work at a sawmill on the bank of the lower Columbia River. He and his pregnant wife arrived there with a clan that included C.R.’s brother and sister and several carloads of aunts, uncles, and cousins. At the end of summer, the others left for better jobs, but C.R., Ella, and Raymond stayed in Wauna for two more years.2 This rainy, forested country proved to be a haven for the young family.

The Carvers lived in a little wooden house rented from the Crossett-Western Timber Company in Wauna. A doctor could have delivered the baby at their home, but Ella chose to go to the tiny hospital in Clatskanie, twelve miles east, where Dr. James Wooden gave her chloroform during delivery and she enjoyed a requisite ten days of rest. The bill for all that was $45—a hefty sum considering that C.R. earned between $2 and $4 a day at the mill.3



The boy’s parents thought of him as Raymond Junior but reversed his father’s first and middle names on his birth certificate, burying the unusual Clevie (rhymes with Stevie). Raymond made his first appearance in print on the front page of the Clatskanie Chief alongside news of a grass fire started by “celebrating workmen with a jug and a few bottles”:

Mr. and Mrs. C. R. Carver of Wauna welcomed a young son born at the Clatskanie hospital on Wednesday. The babe weighed seven pounds, two and three quarters ounces and has been named Raymond, Jr.

There’s a folk saying that a well-loved child has many names. By that standard, young Raymond was doted upon. They called him Man and Junior and sometimes Frog or Little Doc. His parents “lived around his desires and wants,” one neighbor remembered. “Anytime he cut a tooth, it was a big event.” Early in 1939, his parents brought him to a studio for a professional portrait. The result shows a happy, big-headed baby with sparse hair and a sweet smile, seated on a fancy but unraveling wicker stool and wearing a white smock and big shoes.4

When he became an author, that cherished son described his father’s stay by the Columbia as his “salad days”—the time in C.R.’s youth when he felt proud and happy because he had “a job and a family.” Since completing eighth grade in Leola, Arkansas, C.R. had been working as a general laborer. In Wauna he learned the skilled trade of sharpening saw blades. With a little luck—if the Northwest economy improved—he would have a chance at being a good provider for his wife and son. But nothing in his own experience or his family’s recent history had given C.R. much reason to hope for such a change of fortune. Indeed, his own father, Frank Carver, hated physical work and had been kicked by every economic downturn in his lifetime. Nonetheless from Omak, Washington, Mary Carver mailed her new grandbaby a handwritten copy of a poem she’d found in a magazine. The poem celebrated a hardworking family that went on for generation after generation accomplishing little of note until, finally, one person rose above the rest to achieve some worldly fame.5

For generations, Raymond Carver’s ancestors had struggled to survive. On both sides of his family tree, his forebears were descended from so-called Scots-Irish immigrants (lowland Scots and northern English who had displaced the Celtic Irish in Northern Ireland) who began coming to North America in the late 1700s. The people of this migration were “poor and proud” farmers and laborers who crossed the Atlantic primarily for material betterment. Many lacked the religious or political ideals professed by previous immigrants, though they had the fortitude associated with their Calvinist and Methodist religions.6 Once in the United States, the Carvers (as well as members of other lines of Carver’s descent) continued to move, following their relatives in a chain migration toward inexpensive land in the Southeast, Deep South, and West.

When C.R.’s grandfather, Abram Carver, died of brain fever in 1860, his family was at its economic high point, in possession of black slaves and several hundred acres of cotton fields east of the Saline River in Arkansas. Abram’s eldest son, Hosea, was a pragmatic fellow who became known as a “turncoat” in family lore: first wounded as a Confederate soldier, he enlisted with the Union when he saw that the South would lose. By marriage to a neighboring farmer’s daughter, Hosea increased his land holdings, but when his ninth child, Frank—C.R.’s father—was still a teenager, the family lost all that land during the Depression of 1893.7 The Carvers became sharecroppers and lumber mill hands, migrating from one sharecropping situation to another within Arkansas. Homesteading farther west was no longer an option, because by then most of the arable land in the United States was already owned. Frank Carver married Mary Green in 1903, and their first child, Fred Edward, arrived that same year. Violet Lavonda followed, and C.R. was a latecomer, born ten years to the day after Fred. The family suffered further deprivation as the cotton-based Arkansas economy collapsed at the end of World War I. Even in hard times, the family raised their own meat and vegetables and had enough to eat. Frank was known for his big appetite and drinking binges. “Aunt Mary wouldn’t tolerate alcohol at home,” one of his nephews said, “so Uncle Frank occasionally snuck off and drank like an Indian.” On one such occasion, the men told the nephew that he was too young to come fishing with them. That night he was awakened by Mary berating the men for drinking themselves sick. “C.R. was a teenager then, drinking right along with the older men.”8

It was Fred who decided to abandon the economic quagmire of Arkansas. Early in 1929, he and his wife drove to Omak, Washington. Soon he urged his parents to follow. It fell to fifteen-year-old C.R. to drive their old, black Model-T Ford sedan. Frank, who weighed close to three hundred pounds, rode in front. Mary, Violet, her husband, and their month-old baby squeezed into the backseat. Bedding, furniture, luggage, and water for the car’s radiator were roped on the top and sides, and Violet hung her baby’s diapers to dry in the windows. Over narrow, dusty roads at top speeds of thirty-five miles per hour, the 2,200-mile journey took thirteen days. At night the whole family crowded into tiny cabins at tourist courts that provided kitchens and cots, but no bedding or meals.*

C.R. and Violet’s husband, Bill Archer, joined Fred at the Biles-Coleman Lumber Company in Omak, where they milled timber and manufactured apple boxes and coffins. Mary Carver got a job caring for an apple orchard, and Violet sorted apples at a packing plant. After their hardships in Arkansas, the Okanogan Valley in early summer was paradise regained. Irrigation nourished apple orchards and farms in this dry country, while lakes, rivers, and pine forests in the foothills provided some of the best lake and river fishing and bird hunting imaginable. The state of Washington was sparsely developed—still rustic—when C.R. arrived, but this western country had him “around the heart” for the rest of his days.9

As a boy, C.R. had wanted to be a railroad engineer, but the Great Depression narrowed his choices. “I don’t think he dreamed much,” Carver wrote of his father. He was “simply looking for steady work at decent pay. Steady work was meaningful work.”10 C.R. stayed at Biles-Coleman for most of five years. In December 1935, he drove his parents to Arkansas for the holidays. While his father took mineral baths for his rheumatism and his mother visited relatives, C.R. frequented the bars and gambling joints of Hot Springs. That’s when he noticed Ella Casey.

Ella Beatrice Casey was working and rooming in Hot Springs, putting a few miles between herself and her parents’ home in Butterfield. She dressed like a flapper and bobbed her hair, but her sturdy, country girl’s body lacked the svelte look that went with the clingy dress. About Raymond (as she always called her husband), Ella later told her son, “He was drunk. I don’t know why I let him talk to me. His eyes were glittery. I wish I’d had a crystal ball.”11

Like the Carvers, Ella’s people had migrated down the East Coast and across the Southern states before settling in Arkansas. Her parents, Katherine Guyse and William Casey, were first cousins who fell in love as teenagers. When both families opposed their marriage, Katie and Bill eloped across the Red River to Texas. That accomplished, they returned to Arkansas and stayed there, married for sixty-some years. Bill earned a steady income, first as an engineer for the Rock Island Railroad and then as a steam-shovel fireman at a gravel pit.12

Ella and C.R. married three weeks after they met, on Christmas Eve. Like him, she was twenty-two years old (she two months the elder) and a native Arkansawyer. Her strict Methodist parents were skeptical about the whirlwind romance and shocked when their youngest daughter announced that she would be moving to Washington. Her elder sister, Edna, was already married, and her brother, Sanders, had plans to wed that very week. Fear of being the only child left at home surely spurred Ella’s decision to marry the fair-haired fellow from the Northwest, and her preparations for her move dominated the family for the rest of the Christmas season.13

When she met her new husband’s parents, Ella wore knickers and boots, prompting Mary Carver to wonder if such a fun-loving, fashionable young woman could be content with the rough life they lived in the Northwest. In January, the foursome began the drive to Washington: Mary and Frank, C. R. and Ella. Trouble began when the bride insisted that she and her husband have their own room when they stopped overnight. They were poor working people and Ella’s request struck Mary Carver as extravagant. For most of the trip, they camped out. For years to come, Ella complained that she had “slept by the side of the road on her honeymoon.”14

From the time they arrived in Omak, deep in the winter of 1936, nothing went quite the way Ella had dreamed when she fell in love with C.R. He brought her to live in a tiny cabin that fronted on an alley, and he returned to work across the river at Biles-Coleman. “None of it had made any sense to her, / beginning with the time she left home…,” Carver wrote of his mother.15 Surrounded by her new husband’s family, she missed her own family.

Ella hadn’t yet adjusted to life in Omak when a new problem arose. As federal works projects began to create jobs, the new, local AFL Lumber and Sawmill Workers Union asked Biles-Coleman for collective bargaining rights, a union-exclusive shop, a forty-hour work week, and a minimum wage of 50 cents an hour. The company refused. In May 1936, C.R. attended a meeting at the union hall where a large majority of the local union members voted to strike.

Men picketed the mill in six-hour shifts. Company operations were curtailed until early June and then resumed with non-AFL workers. The Omak city government and local orchard owners supported the mill owners by blacklisting strikers to prevent their working elsewhere. In June the mill reopened with strikebreakers carried in by the busload from other states, including a contingent who brought their wives from Arkansas. The Carvers and Archers held out against increasing pressure to cross the picket lines and return to work. They received food from commissary trucks sent by AFL organizations in Seattle and Bellingham. The confrontations turned violent, with shootings, a bridge burning, and spikes set in roadways to disable logging trucks. Business people accused strikers of having Socialist and Zionist sympathies, and union speakers accused owners of denying workers’ basic human needs.16

These were heady times for C. R. Carver. Speakers told audiences that a moral revolution was under way and that in the future, workers would gain greater respect and higher salaries. “Jesus did not take a sawmill and set it in the midst of them and say ‘Of such is the kingdom of heaven.’ No. He took a little child and set him in the midst of them and commanded the whole world to measure the economic system by its effect on little children,” one speaker said. For the rest of his life, C.R. spoke of being one of the holdouts in this strike. Even when the strike was entirely exhausted, he and Fred Carver never returned to work at Biles-Coleman.17

Instead C.R. and Fred Carver and Bill Archer joined upward of seven thousand other workers at an audacious project fifty miles southeast of Omak. The Grand Coulee Dam would bring water (electricity was an afterthought) to a vast arid territory—“the biggest thing that man has ever done,” folksinger Woody Guthrie called it. Most likely the Carver men did “broom-and-bucket” work, building forms and pouring concrete below the surface of the diverted Columbia River. They received AFL-contract wages of 50 cents an hour with paid overtime. This concrete work—as much as 20,684 cubic yards were poured daily—was dangerous and difficult, whether in the baking summer sun or in the cold winter winds. Rumors of men buried alive in the dam’s ten million cubic feet of concrete circulated among workers, but most of the seventy-seven who died during the project fell from great heights or were struck by equipment. In 1937 C.R. listened with a crowd as President Franklin D. Roosevelt extolled the Grand Coulee Dam as the Eighth Wonder of the World. It was, Roosevelt said, “the largest structure, so far as anybody knows, that has ever been undertaken by man in one place.” Neither the mystique of the Grand Coulee project nor the president’s speech impressed C.R. He never bragged about his own work at the dam, and he complained that Roosevelt hadn’t talked about the men who died doing the work there.18

The settlements around the dam site were filled with young men and women who had left starving relatives behind on barren farms in the Plains to search for work in the Far West. But the Carver men, older and married, usually left the boom-town entertainments behind to drive fifty miles through the arid foothills and sleep at home. Ella—still a newlywed—looked forward to weekends when she and C.R. could go dancing. But her pleasure in going out was often ruined because her husband got drunk. When his drunkenness began to seem inevitable to Ella, she lost interest in dancing.19

• • •



Ella was four months pregnant when she and C.R. moved to Oregon. They drove to the wet, western side of the Cascade Mountains and crossed the Columbia River into Oregon on a high steel bridge at Longview. Old-growth Douglas firs averaging eight feet in diameter and more than three hundred feet tall still covered some of the bluffs and hillsides. At their destination, clear-cutting had removed the trees, leaving a scrubby regrowth laden with ivy and moss. Before all the Columbia dams were completed, this stretch of the river still looked as it did to the early explorers. Sloughs jigsawed the landscape, water oozed and streamed from roadside rocks. Geography and weather combined to make the place feel anachronistic, almost primeval.

The lower Columbia River Valley had once been a densely populated area of aboriginal North America, but the Klatskanies and other native people who lived there were nearly annihilated by malaria epidemics in the nineteenth century. Lewis and Clark’s expedition spent four drenched months west of Wauna during the winter of 1805–06. When the Carvers arrived, black smoke billowed from the stacks of steamboats and seagoing log rafts bigger than football fields moved down the river like monstrous sea creatures. Salmon, though in decline, ran bountifully up the Columbia. C.R. once watched three men he knew use a team of horses to pull a gigantic sturgeon out of the river.20

Living near the great river and remembering the hardships at Grand Coulee, the Carvers could see the paradoxes inherent in the economic development of the Northwest. In light of such knowledge, Raymond Junior’s birth by the side of the great northwestern river seems auspicious. The salmon and the dams, the forests and the sawmills, the orchards and the fragile human settlements of the Columbia Basin would shape this boy just as Arkansas had shaped his parents.


* In “My Father’s Life,” Carver states that C.R. first “walked, hitched, and rode in empty boxcars” to the West in 1934, but Violet Archer was certain that her brother made his first trip with the family in 1929.





CHAPTER 2 
Yakima Valley

1941–1950, Yakima, Washington

I do not envy those whose introduction to nature was lush meadows, lakes, and swamps where life abounds. The desert hills of Yakima had a poverty that sharpened perception.

—Yakima High School graduate and Supreme Court justice William O. Douglas, Of Men and Mountains1

While many American men rushed to enlist when the United States entered the world war in 1941, C.R. instead moved to Yakima, Washington, where he took a cabin next to his brother Fred’s and became a general laborer at Cascade Lumber. He was soon promoted to saw filer, working under Fred. This important job in a critical industry ensured twenty-eight-year-old C.R.’s exemption from military service. Soon Ella and their boy joined him in a little house near the mill. On Easter Sunday 1942, three-year-old Raymond Junior was baptized at the First Methodist Church.2

The Yakima Valley, bisected by the Yakima River and cradled by a bend in the Columbia, became the formative place for Carver—the place he kept writing about. “That life and those people whom I knew so intimately made a very large and profound impression on my emotional life, so I still find myself going back to that time no matter how much my circumstances might change. If I have any strengths and can really make a claim in my heart for my fictions, it is with those people,” he wrote. Not only the human world of south-central Washington but its natural geography and history shaped Carver and his work. “Yakima has its own particular beauty,” Carver felt. “My heart lifts up when I see the Yakima Valley.”3

To many eyes, it would not deserve such Wordsworthian praise. Located east of the Cascade Mountains in Washington state and west of a desert that hosts an army artillery range and the former Hanford nuclear test site, the Yakima Valley is a place of contradictions. Wild beauty coexists with unremitting desolation. Human community comes at great cost and often leaves ugliness in its wake. Much of the persistent legend of Raymond Carver—that he had a brutal childhood in an unsavory place—is rooted in interpretations of Yakima and his life there.4

When the Carvers arrived in Yakima, its slogan was “Richer Than the Valley of the Nile.” The valley had been a desert until someone discovered that the soil was a deep, fertile volcanic ash. Then irrigation began, first from wells and canals and later with water brought down from the lower Cascades. Peach trees bore after two years, and the soil proved perfect for growing hops, the dried flowers used to make beer. The railroad serves the fruit packing sheds and bisects the town. The east side of these tracks where the Carvers lived was almost rural throughout the 1940s. People grew vegetables and kept chickens or pigs in their backyards. Past the edge of town, there were fish in the Yakima River and the creeks and streams that feed it. The north end of the valley and the surrounding hills abounded in elk, deer, cougar, and game birds.

All the Carver kinfolk converged upon Yakima: Grandpap Frank Carver, who at sixty-three had suffered a stroke, Grandmother Mary Carver, Lavonda and Bill Archer and their two boys, Robert and Donald. Bill became primary filer for the night shift, and the Archers purchased a newer house, where Raymond Junior made a second home.* Before he could be trusted to remember instructions, Ella would pin a note on his shirt telling Aunt Von when to send him back. In his aunt’s kitchen, Raymond made for a cookie jar shaped like a fat lady in a yellow dress, and Uncle Bill told him that the lady baked cookies inside the jar. Otherwise Ella literally kept Raymond on a tight leash. When he grew up, one friend listened in amazement as he egged his mother on to tell stories about his early childhood: “One of them was about taking him into town on a leash. She never broke character because that was her character. If you said, ‘A leash!’ she said, without irony, ‘Well, of course I had to keep him on a leash.’”5

When Ella became pregnant again, the C. R. Carvers moved to a house on South Ninth Street where Raymond and the new child could have a bedroom. At this address, for the first time, they had a telephone. James Franklin Carver was born August 18, 1943, at St. Elizabeth Hospital in Yakima. His middle name came from his grandfather Frank. The Carver boys acquired various nicknames, but within the family, their given names were never shortened. Always they were Raymond and James. For much of his life, Carver would feel fond and protective of his younger brother, sometimes trying to look after him when his parents could not. When he was twelve, for instance, Ray added a note to the bottom of his own Christmas list: “Don’t forget James.” Later, when Ray and his teenage friends went out, James would ask to come along. If they said no, James would ask them to bring him back a Pepsi. Ray always tried to remember that Pepsi.6

A generous, dependable world of friends and relatives surrounded Raymond Junior as a child. The days of wandering and uncertain employment were over. Another family from Arkansas, Buey and Nevel Davis and their children, moved in across from the Archers, and a lifelong friendship began. “When we went across the street to the Archers’ place, we never bothered to knock,” Buey Davis recalled. “There was no such thing as an invitation to do anything. Our son would be just as apt to go to their place to eat as to come home. If they had something he liked, he’d probably just eat there. It was that kind of an arrangement.”7 This secure world of proud working-class people is vanished and longed for in most of Carver’s short stories. In the stories, characters migrate from place to place in a more prosperous and lonelier small-town West, connecting only tangentially with coworkers, neighbors, or people they meet in cafes or bars, living no longer on the wrong side of the tracks but rather in the previous decade’s subdivisions. They lack that sense of unity against adversity or a sense of participation in history that some survivors of the Great Depression cherished.

The Carvers weren’t regular churchgoers, but, Buey Davis speculated, “There are no Arkansawyers that don’t believe in God. I never heard of one that didn’t… so I can’t imagine that they would be atheists.” They had James baptized at the First Methodist Church on May 14, 1944. Church records indicate that the Archers and Fred Carver and his wife, Billie, were members, but hold no entries for C.R. or Ella. Nonetheless, a Bible was one of the few books owned by the Carver household, and James Carver remembered, “My father would go to church when I was young. Sometimes he’d be the only one—he’d put on his suit and go. Sometimes I’d go. Just very rarely my mother would go. She believed in God and so forth, but didn’t go to church.” James did not remember attending Sunday school.8

Raymond Junior began first grade at Adams School, east of the tracks and close to the family’s house. His report card says that he stood four feet two inches and weighed a solid sixty-nine pounds. Though he was absent about a fourth of the days in the 155-day school year, he received satisfactory marks in every subject. Teacher Alice Piers comments, “Raymond is reading with good speed and expression. He wants to monopolize the conversations here. He interrupts, will have to check that. He wants to do right.” Third grade finds Raymond at Jefferson (now Martin Luther King Jr.) School, five inches taller and fifteen pounds heavier. With occasional lapses in music and public speaking, he’s still making academic progress, but teacher Hazel Sandberg has a few complaints about his behavior: he argues with his playmates, disturbs others, and needs to mind his own business. He missed half the days of the fourth quarter. By the end of the year, though, he’s pronounced “capable of doing very good work.”9

As the war drew to a close, C.R. took up his boyhood dream of working for the railroad. He’d often lived near enough to the tracks to hear train whistles and rolling boxcars in the night, and in those sounds he heard seductive intimations of another kind of life. With the economy flourishing, his father’s health deteriorating, and his own family growing, C.R. must have decided to seize the moment. He got a job with the Northern Pacific Railroad, starting as a fire cleaner with the hope of promotion to engineer.10 He was thirty-three years old. His appearance also changed during the 1940s. In a photo taken with Raymond Junior in about 1940, his face has a lean, worried look beneath an Irish snap-brim cap, while shots from later in the decade show an impeccably dressed, almost formal, gentleman with thick, wavy blond hair.

In February 1946, Ella and Raymond bought a house that would one day become part of the lore of Carver’s childhood because of its backyard toilet. The house was just south of the Yakima County fairgrounds in an area called Fairview, at 1505 South Fifteenth Street. Their land contract for $2,547.20 began with a down payment of $200, called for payments of $25 monthly, and included a clause stating that the property could not be sold to non-Caucasians for a period of twenty-five years. In his essay “My Father’s Life,” Carver tells how pranksters sometimes moved the outhouse or set it on fire. He illustrates his shame with a story—manuscript notations indicate that it is an invented story—about asking a teacher who offers him a ride home to drop him at another house rather than at the one with a privy. In fact, most houses in Fairview, which has remained outside city limits, lacked an indoor toilet when the Carvers moved there.11

James Carver was certain that he and his brother did not feel impoverished as children: “A lot has been written that would make one think that somehow Ray and I were in constant poverty, did without—which was not true…. After all, Yakima was mostly fruit pickers. The businesses were fruit warehouses and one lumber mill. There wasn’t a great deal of money there. The house we lived in was considered lower-middle class, but Ray and I certainly weren’t deprived.” And they ate well: “My mother would cook from scratch, fried chicken or roast beef. On Sundays we’d always have a big breakfast of sausage or ham and eggs. That was a tradition. Her cooking was southern country cooking: pies, the whole bit. Canned jams and fruits and jellies.”12

Fishing occupied the Carvers in the warmer months. When the season opened in April, they joined relatives and thousands of other anglers on Blue Lake, a big reservoir southwest of the Grand Coulee Dam. On these trips, everyone shared cabins, fishing equipment, and food. They caught rainbow trout as big as fifteen inches and over three pounds using an old Arkansas fishing trick of mixing bull’s blood from the slaughterhouse with bran and cottage cheese. They’d drop this mixture down the side of the boat in a paper bag weighted with a rock. As the bag disintegrated, fish swarmed to their lines. At night they hid their bucket of blood in their cabin. Both when hunting and fishing, they did illegal things, reusing licenses and such. The Archers owned a substantial fishing craft, while the Carvers had a leaky rubber boat. When Raymond was about six, his aunt said, “he went fishing with his uncle and his dad down in the Columbia River. They’d put the fish they caught in this little pond. After a while, Ray thought those fish needed a bigger body of water, so he takes all the fish and puts them in a bigger pond. When they got ready to go, they couldn’t get their fish!”13

The Carvers were a happy family, Buey Davis thought, “but they didn’t seem to me to do any future planning. It didn’t take much money to make them happy.” Perhaps that began to change when C.R. gave up his railroading career after less than a year. “He loved the railroad,” James remembers. “He was a fireman, and my mother wanted him to quit because he was gone so much of the time. I think he was unhappy about that.” He returned to Cascade Lumber as a mill worker, bequeathing his sons the muted dreams and finely honed resentments of a disappointed man. He worked his way up the hierarchy, becoming a filer again in about 1950 and eventually becoming head filer for the division where crates for shipping ammunition and apples were manufactured. Saw filers at Cascade Lumber were skilled workers whose wages were not negotiated by the union, so their earnings and bonuses were a matter of speculation and envy. Nonetheless, one coworker said, “C.R. gave you the impression without saying it that he had been given the short end of the stick.”14

The Cascade mill, Carver wrote later, was “my entire frame of reference when I was a kid.”15 Just a collection of wooden sheds—not a factory in the modern sense—the mill sat next to ponds where logs were stored and moved, close to the Yakima River. Three men held a triumvirate at Cascade: C.R.’s cousin Tillman Carver, head millwright; Rollie Schlief, head sawyer; and Fred Carver, head filer. The millwrights were in charge of machinery, the sawyers decided how each log would be cut, and the filers kept the blades in perfect condition. Filers were a special breed within the mill because their work was somewhat solitary yet essential to the work and safety of everyone in the mill. The enormous blades had to be changed and inspected after every four hours of use, with each tooth hand sharpened and any damaged points welded. In addition to the usual mill worker’s risks of hearing loss and severed fingers and lung problems, saw filers faced hazards particular to them: from inhaled metal particles, from saw guides containing lead, and from grinding wheels containing carbide. Fred Carver lost several fingers at work and Rollie Schlief died instantly when a log carriage he was cleaning slipped backward.16

C.R. was a careful worker who avoided accidents. Shop steward Hank Pieti thought that he stood out among mill workers: “He was a deep thinker. He seldom had much to say to anybody, but he was observant of other people’s work.” As a union officer, Pieti relied “on guys like him to equip me with the knowledge I needed. He had a good mind—he could explain things to you, and he had a good command of the language.”17

In early May 1948, Frank Carver was hospitalized with another stroke. With his son watching, C.R. shaved his own father’s face. “The dying body is a clumsy partner,” Carver observed when he recalled the episode in his poem “The Garden.” Edwin Frank Carver died on May 11, 1948. He was seventy. His grandson was almost ten. Raymond rode along to the dry cleaner’s to pick up the suit his grandfather would be buried in. Viewing of Frank’s body, in the fresh suit, preceded a Methodist service conducted by the minister who’d baptized Raymond. Female vocalists sang “Have Thy Own Way, Lord” and “That Old Rugged Cross.” Frank’s death left a deep imprint on his son and grandson. “What’d I know then about Death?” Carver asks in “Another Mystery.” By the time Frank was buried at the Terrace Heights Cemetery east of Yakima, his grandson had received his first lessons. Grandpa Frank and his wife, Mary, had been the hub of the Carver family. Now she lived in a tiny house behind the Archers’.18

As he faced changes in his family, Raymond Junior had his own problems. A fifth grader at Jefferson School, he now carried 132 pounds on his five-foot frame. He was a fat boy whose horizontal striped or Hawaiian shirts made him look worse. His Unsatisfactory in Handwriting, no surprise to those who’ve seen his letters, was balanced by As in Spelling and Arithmetic. Still, teacher L. Killgore had a large complaint: “Raymond hasn’t developed habits of behavior that we would expect of a boy in the fifth grade…. He does not accept the responsibility of a citizen who has to live with other people.”

At the next marking period, Killgore illuminated the nature of Raymond’s lapses. The boy “has improved a great deal in writing and shows some improvements in citizenship. He is able to keep his papers off the floor now.”

Sixth grade was better. Teacher Willard L. Yoke saw potential in the overweight, messy, often impolite boy: “Raymond does very satisfactory work but is capable of doing excellent work… [does not do] nearly what he is capable of… reads very well, understands what he reads and retains it.” Yoke also noted the usual weaknesses—easily disturbed, trouble keeping to the task at hand, not too considerate of others, makes careless errors in arithmetic—and included a trait that would stay with Ray as an adult and become dear to many of his friends: “has a bad habit of ‘giggling’ at anything and everything.”19

C.R. planted roses by the shed where he worked as chief filer for the box division. On a tour of the former Cascade plant in 1997, a retired mill worker pointed out a leggy, untended rose bush climbing a rusty electric tower, remnants of red blooms still hanging on its dry stalks. “That,” he said, “is what’s left of the rose bush C. R. Carver planted by the old filing room door.”20

Carver portrays his father’s sensitivity in a poem called “The Trestle.” He remembers a day when his father drank from a stream and told him he wished that his mother could taste this water. Elsewhere Carver remembered seeing his father stretched out on a bed in the evening reading a Zane Grey Western, “a very private act in a house and family that were not given to privacy.” When Raymond asked his father to read to him, he obliged him “by just reading from wherever he happened to be in the book. After a while he’d say, ‘Junior, go do something else now.’” On Sunday nights, C.R. let his sons take turns reading with him and falling asleep on the parents’ bed. When he looked back at his early life, Carver said, it “exists for me as through a scrim of rain.”21 He glimpsed himself as “a dreamy kid” who checked out books on the Spanish conquistadors, historical novels, books on shipbuilding—anything that caught his fancy.

Like many intelligent people with little schooling, Ray’s father mispronounced some of the words he knew. In fact, Carver credits his dad’s lapses for his own obsession with finding the right word: “I’d hear words at home, things my dad might say. And I’d repeat these words or expressions and get laughed at by other kids because I was pronouncing the words wrong, and this made me want to get the words right. I just didn’t want to be laughed at.” A friend of Ray’s recalled, “Ray’s dad was driving us back from hunting, and there’d been a tremendous rain. The Yakima River was flooded, and Ray’s dad looked over and said, ‘This is really terrible, look at all the logs and derbies over there.’ He was trying to say debris. And Ray and I were sitting in the backseat nudging each other and laughing.” Another friend remembered that Ray himself often pronounced ephemeral as e-fem-EAR-e-al and that his friends used to “give him a rashing over that.” The conversations in which C.R. or the boys used such words may have been unusual in Yakima.22

Despite his superior sensibilities and skills, C. R. Carver was not a fortunate man. Once, while sitting under a big box elder tree in the Archers’ backyard in Yakima, he grumbled about all his bad luck. “No matter what I do, everything just turns sour,” he said, extending an arm for emphasis. Right then, his nephew Don Archer said, “a bird crapped right in his hand. And Uncle Raymond never blinked. He just said, ‘See what I mean!’”23

During the years of Raymond’s youth, alcohol became a debilitating problem for his father. C.R. gained weight and walked, Pieti noticed, with “a little bend, like an athlete who’s real relaxed.” He was never caught drunk or drinking on the job, but Pieti saw him with “some beautiful hangovers, really down. And he was a guy who wanted to be meticulously clean. When he’d show up looking like he’d slept in his clothes, you knew that he’d had a weekend drunk.” But Fred Carver protected his younger brother. “Fred was the head filer for the whole mill, so he could help Raymond keep up on bad days. Fred was probably the reason he kept his job as long as he did.”24

Friends of C. R. Carver’s were typically reluctant to categorize his drinking, but Violet Archer acknowledged that her brother “did drink quite a lot. He would be considered an alcoholic now.” And the three people who lived in C.R.’s household indicated that his alcoholism hurt them. Ella, interviewed by the BBC some twenty-five years after her husband’s death, said, “His beer drinking and such as that, well, other people you can’t tell, but with him I could tell. And I used to pour liquor out and water it and everything like that, because I never was a drinker.” To an interviewer, Carver recalled that every couple of weeks, his father didn’t arrive home as expected after work: “When this happened, it meant he’d gone drinking with friends of his from the sawmill. I still remember the sense of doom and hopelessness that hung over the supper table when my mother and I and my kid brother sat down to eat.”25

James, possessing the longest retrospect, was irritated by accounts that make it sound like “the whole family was messed up, with my father drunk all the time. That’s not true.” But he was uneasy when his father drank:

I hated to see my father drink. So did Ray. I hated alcohol because when my father would drink, he was not like the average person who can take a drink or two and quit. My father would keep drinking until he became intoxicated, and then he became another person. He never—certainly never—hit me or Ray or abused me, he just became a different person. So I hated alcohol. But he would go for months and months and never touch a drink, never have a beer. He knew that once he started, he could not quit. And I’d say, “Dad, come on, just have one drink,” but he couldn’t do that. But when I think of my father, and I’m sure when Ray thought of our father, it is with nothing but love and affection. If he got too much to drink, it was very unhappy, but that’s not what I think of.26

One of the unhappy times seems to lie behind Carver’s poem “Suspenders,” which sketches an excruciatingly dysfunctional scene. Never published in Carver’s lifetime, “Suspenders” compresses a number of painful themes: a father’s alcoholism, a mother’s violence, and a boy’s weight problem. In the midst of a tightly enfolded episode of family trouble, the poem’s narrator, who is a second-grade boy, takes passive revenge on his father. As the poem opens, the mother is telling the boy that he must wear suspenders to hold up his pants the next day because he has no belt that fits. She threatens to “use” the suspenders on him if he won’t “wear them.” Then the father complains of the racket going on and asks for a drink of water—because he’s hungover, the mother interjects. The boy dips his father a glass of dishwater from the sink. Once the boy’s act is discovered, the parents lay their differences to rest by ganging up against the child. When the mother accuses the boy of not loving his father, the son drinks two glasses of the dishwater to prove that he does love him, taking the illness upon himself. The peace that falls is “The quiet that comes to a house / where nobody can sleep.”

C.R.’s alcohol consumption and lack of foresight and management combined to keep the family on a payday-to-payday tightrope and magnified differences between C.R. and Ella. To Donald Archer, his aunt and uncle seemed like “a real mismatch because Ella was kind of hard to please and Raymond was real happy-go-lucky.” It seems that Ella never felt fully a part of the Carver ménage. She and Billie Carver didn’t fish or hunt. Some people found her “odd” or “peculiar.” To sustain herself, she relied on work and pride.27

“Ella worked everywhere. Everywhere,” said Violet Archer, who was head fruit sorter in the same warehouse for twenty-five years. “She didn’t have any trouble getting jobs.” For Yakima women, a job outside the house was the norm, both during the war and after. When James was a year old, in 1944, Ella worked at the Washington Canners Cooperative. She spoke on a Yakima radio station to urge other women to help in the Food for Victory campaign. A script of the interview, which Ella saved for the rest of her days, offers a glimpse of life at that time. She “mans” two stations at the cannery from seven in the morning until six, while a neighbor babysits her boys. Her favorite job, she says, is splitting peaches, for which “you can make quite a lot more than the hourly wage of 63½ cents.”28

Ella pursued her work life with remarkable zeal and deep restlessness. She changed jobs frequently, working stretches of a few weeks to a year at cafes, stores, and fruit warehouses. Vi Sullens, Ella’s supervisor at a Safeway supermarket, found that Ella “could work at any gall-darned thing, and you could depend on her to work hard, even though she was kind of a peculiar person.” Her peculiarity, according to Sullens, was that she kept “so all to herself—she took care of herself and her boys but didn’t care much about anybody else. Not everyone liked her. Maybe because she was an Arkansawyer.” But Buey Davis noticed, “You could tell by looking at Ella sometimes, she wasn’t hearing anything you said. She’d got her mind on something else. That’s the way Raymond Junior was, too—kind of.” In that respect, Buey came to believe, “Raymond Junior was more like his mother than he was his dad.”29

C.R.’s drinking binges gave Ella further incentive to work. Her so-called peculiarity, her restlessness and lack of engagement beyond the family, suggest insecurities in her personality that became more pronounced during her children’s school years. It seems to have been a double bind for Ella, who became uncomfortable both at home and at work. Typically, spouses of alcoholics are afraid to expose their family situation. Ella’s frequent changes of job despite satisfactory work performance may have represented a frustrating cycle of desire for an environment where she could feel appreciated, followed by rejection of new acquaintances as they got close enough to threaten her pretense of a happy home life.

Carver sensed the alienation that drove his mother to seek one job after another, and writes sympathetically of proud women who work for low wages. Waitresses figure often in his fiction, and his unpublished papers include a folder of notes and manuscript scraps for an unfinished work called “Waitress.” In one, a waitress recalls the exact moment when a vein first broke in her leg.30 The boy narrator of “Nobody Said Anything” sees his mother’s waitress uniform as an additional character that needs attention in the household, “always hanging in the closet or hanging on the clothesline or getting washed out by hand at night or being ironed in the kitchen.”

Ella Carver took pride in her appearance and dressed her boys well when they were small. She got her hair done at a beauty parlor and kept her nails manicured.31 In snapshots, Ella always looks stylish, dressed in slacks or tailored dresses that accentuate her figure. But in a studio portrait of herself and her boys from about 1950, grooming fails to hide the fact that her face looks tired and a little puffy. At her side, James, still a little boy, has a big grin with missing front teeth and a fringed cowboy shirt. Ray looks over-weight. There’s dirt on the cuffs of his white chinos. But he’s relaxed, gazing unreservedly at the camera. He has big hands and hair parted on the side, soft and wavy like a teen idol’s.

As the 1950s commenced, the Yakima daily papers carried alarming headlines about war in Korea. State selective service boards issued new induction calls, and the military prepared for a theoretical attack on Alaska. Alongside this news were reports of changes in the landscape: for instance, an apparent overpopulation of elk as agriculture encroached on the herd’s territory. Nonetheless, optimism was the official tone of public life. In industry and agriculture, white working-class Americans got better wages as labor unions gained power. They bought new cars and new houses, televisions, and deep freezes. Most families had a telephone. Children went to decent public schools, where they were expected to finish all twelve grades and become skillful not only at their jobs but as consumers, parents, and citizens. A palpable belief that life was, or ought to be, getting better every year governed people’s decisions.

This life was promising but also competitive. The possibility of becoming middle class beckoned and pressured the Carvers. Cascade Lumber ran at full capacity. After floods washed out the mill ponds, the sawmill became an industrial operation, with acres of stacked logs flanking the highway through Yakima. The town’s population grew to forty thousand, necessitating a larger-format phone book with a more American slogan on its cover: “Fruit Bowl of the Nation.” Good times seemed just around the corner.

The summer of his twelfth year marked the close of a very long childhood, declares the narrator of Carver’s early story “Dummy,” sending him “ready or not, into the world of men—where defeat and death are more in the natural order of things.” Ray turned twelve and began junior high school in 1950. Exhilarating and desperate changes lay ahead for him.


* The Carver boys called Violet Lavonda Archer “Aunt Von,” but the town knew her as Violet. The house at 1114 North Fourth Street where the Archers lived for nearly fifty years has been photographed for documentaries about Carver.





CHAPTER 3 
Vocation

1950–1956, Yakima, Washington

Bad Checks, His Mama, and Beautiful Songs

—Carver’s playful suggestion of a title for a collection of his stories1

At twelve, Raymond Carver was on his way to becoming a miserable teenager. He was fat, lonely, and inept at school. He was a ringer for the boy he would describe in a poem called “Harley’s Swans”: “Nobody, then, who could love me, / the fattest kid on the block, except my parents.” He asked his family to stop calling him Junior or Frog. He accepted “Doc”—plain Doc, not Little Doc—from his dad, but to everyone else he was Raymond, Ray for short.2 To his friends, the few he had, he was just Ray.

Years later, Carver told an interviewer that in his teens and twenties he fell into “moods of brooding and depression.”3 It’s hard to say now if those moods were more extreme than the next teenager’s. Some who knew the Carver family think that Ray exaggerated the difficulty of his youth, while others believe he wrote and spoke about it with unblinking accuracy. His revealing poems and guarded, deliberately chiseled fictions suggest that, like his mother, Ray was on edge much of the time. He was usually watchful and sometimes furtive and manipulative and—at the same time—often needy and grateful for attention. Like most teenagers, he didn’t have a lot of perspective on his own situation. He went off by himself, walking or biking, to spend a day fishing and reading and daydreaming. Like the boy in his own story “Nobody Said Anything,” he might have masturbated or watched birds fly overhead. He was developing the sensibility of a loner that would serve him well as a writer. Others noticed changes in Ray. Vi Sullens recalled asking Ella, “Is that boy of yours feeling okay? He’s just not friendly like he used to be.”



Ray’s weight problem continued into his early teen years. “He was very heavy, and kids made fun of him,” James remembers. “He had a very difficult time. Then he took a series of shots from Dr. Roger Coglon. I don’t know what the shots were. All I heard was he was taking these injections to lose weight, and he did lose weight. He lost weight and slimmed down.”4

James’s recollection accords with contemporary medical practice, though tablets were used more commonly than injections. After 1937, researchers shifted from the belief that obesity was caused by endocrine disorders and concluded that the culprit was an imbalance between input of food and output of energy. If counseling was not motivation enough to limit the appetite, medical journals advised, a course of amphetamine sulfate tablets (and related drugs such as dextroamphetamine) might be the best initial treatment. There were side effects even for the most amenable child: restlessness and insomnia, complete loss of appetite, diuresis, a tendency to “facilitate the flow of thought, generally at the expense of concentration,” and “a rather fictitious sense of fitness, self-confidence, and well-being.” Although the drugs were not known to produce any tolerance or violent cravings, doctors did warn that going off the drugs was likely to produce fatigue, irritability, nervousness, and melancholia.

Ray took up cigarette smoking in his early teens too, a habit that kept weight off and stuck with him for the rest of his life. Most of the adults around Ray smoked and bought their cartons on payday. His parents often got Ray his own carton so he wouldn’t mooch from theirs.

During Ray’s seventh-grade year, the Carvers bought a house at 1419 Eleventh Avenue South. The new place was on the more prosperous west side of the tracks in a trim neighborhood with sewers and paved streets. Identical to others in its postwar development, theirs was a one-story, four-room box built on a cement slab, under seven hundred square feet, with windows on only two sides. Directly off the living room were two bedrooms—James and Raymond slept in the smaller one—and a bathroom. There was no place to be alone in a house this size except inside one’s imagination. Those close quarters figure in Carver’s story “Nobody Said Anything.” On hot, dry summer nights when James and his friend Larry Davis were about eight, they liked to pitch a tent in the yard and camp, with Ray as their protector. He made up ghost stories, Larry remembered, “Stories good enough to scare the pants off us till we would go in and let Ray have the tent to himself. Ray made up his stories on the spot—they weren’t the kind kids pass around.” As Larry and James got more and more terrified, Ray piled on more and more details. Monsters and aliens and even cowboys turned up in the same stories, along with plenty of violence and surprise.5



Ray drifted through seventh, eighth, and ninth grades at Washington Junior High School with barely a glance at the textbooks. He got Cs in most classes, with a downward trend over the three years: sometimes a B in English, once an A in Music, a string of Ds in Mathematics, Shop, and Physical Education, even one D in English. His ninth-grade report card has an angry circle drawn around the phrase “Absence from classes the greatest cause of failure.”6

School may have bored Ray, but he avidly soaked up movies, television, magazines, and books. At the Liberty Theatre in 1950, he saw a movie that became his lifelong favorite. King Solomon’s Mines, based on a novel by H. Rider Haggard and starring Deborah Kerr and Stewart Granger, is a telling choice because it combines an exotic African landscape with a moral dilemma and a complicated love story. Granger is a fatalist, given to speaking lines like these: “And man? He’s just meat like everything else…. It’s all endless and pointless, except in the end one small pattern emerges from it all, the only certainty. One is born, one lives for a time, and one dies.” Kerr admits she never loved her husband: “The human heart’s a strange thing. When I started on this trip, I was very confused. I thought my motives were so noble… It was guilt, and I’m better for knowing it. The nightmares are over.”7 The psychology of love offered by King Solomon’s Mines seems sophisticated for a thirteen-year-old boy to take in. Perhaps it gave Ray a handle on scenes he had witnessed at home.

While they lived on Eleventh Avenue, the Carvers bought their first television set: a big RCA console model that cost a whopping $500. Though he was devoted to television, more of young Ray’s story ideas came from pulp magazines. These magazines arose at the turn of the century and reigned until the midfifties, when they were usurped by comic books and mass-market paperback fiction. With brash, often expressive and beautiful cover illustrations and cheap newsprint pages, pulps propagated the genres of American pop fiction: romance and adventure, mysteries and horror, science fiction, Westerns, and hard-boiled detective stories. Among the authors who got their start by writing for them (for payments of a penny a word or less) were Raymond Chandler, Ray Bradbury, Dashiell Hammett, and Edgar Rice Burroughs. Issues of the pulps were short-lived, but stories like “The Lady from Nowhere” or “The Man Who Made Love to a Corpse” or “A Contract in Kabul” were unforgettable.

Ray owned some books. Classics such as Edgar Allan Poe’s tales and Mary Shelley’s novel Frankenstein survived his many moves, but a dozen volumes from Edgar Rice Burroughs’s Tarzan and Martian tales made up the bulk of his collection. He made fun of himself later, quipping to his first interviewers, “My favorite author was Edgar Rice Burroughs, I read all of his books, and most of them five, six and eight times,” and admitting that as a boy he wrote stories about “monsters, ants, laboratories, and mad doctors.”8 Burroughs was not such a bad model. In A Princess of Mars, a man mysteriously travels to Mars, loves a beautiful woman there, and then just as mysteriously returns to Earth without her. The writing is precise and literate, and the puzzled, Gulliver-like narrator, despite a romantic streak, is a loner and a voyeur who would not be out of place in a Carver story.

Ray also found inspiration closer to home. In June 1947, a small-plane pilot saw nine large, bright objects in a V formation streaking south from Mount Rainier. He said the unidentified crafts, “flat like a pie pan and somewhat bat shaped,” moved like “saucers skipping across the water” at more than 1,200 miles per hour. The first people to hear the pilot’s account were a skeptical refueling crew at Yakima Airport. News services picked up the story, and in no time, “flying saucers” began to appear all over the country. One night when James and Larry were listening to one of Ray’s long, scary yarns, they saw a big blue object coming over the house. That night, Ray ran inside along with the younger boys.9

The marital discord that had strained the Carver household during Raymond’s childhood began to consume it during his teenage years. Both parents’ personalities were distorted by tension and anger, frozen by obstinacy. When the parents were unhappy with each other, their misery inundated the family, gouging channels that would influence Ray’s own marriage and shape his writing. In the poem “Mesopotamia,” Carver remembers lying in bed as a boy, hearing “a woman crying, / and a man’s voice raised in anger, or despair….”

One of Ray’s friends compared Ray’s home to that of another boy he knew: “The economic circumstances were similar, but there you had a sense of stable family—a mother and father who were content and doing their jobs, settled into their lives. At the Carvers’, things seemed as if the whole enterprise might fly apart any minute.” C.R.’s coworker Frank Sandmeyer believed the Carvers were like “a bunch of people living together in a house and all of them strangers. There was no communication between them,” but Sandmeyer entered the Carver house only once. He was there for twenty or thirty minutes, during which time Ella never spoke to him and C.R. “paced back and forth like somebody that’s ready to jump out the door.”10

Away from home, Ray’s father could seem happy-go-lucky, but that trait bothered Ella. Her husband was devoted to his mother, his brother and sister, his sons, and his drinking buddies, perhaps more than to her. The two sometimes kept their own paychecks and argued over who was to pay for what. This method, or lack of method, kept the Carvers in debt for items purchased on layaway and left the big items they wanted most—a new car or good fishing boat or better furniture—beyond their grasp. While Fred and Billie Carver became solidly middle class, the Archers remodeled their house and sent their boys to college, and the Davises’ radiator shop prospered, Ella and C. R. Carver sank.11 In “My Father’s Life,” Carver quotes his mother’s complaint: “‘Money burned a hole in his pocket. He was always doing for others.’”

Ella relied on a bad temper to defend herself. In an interview, she insouciantly described hitting her husband when he came home drunk: “I picked up [the pestle of] that colander that pushed the tomatoes down in a basket, and I hit him with that. It bled and like to scared the boys to death. But he got all right again.”12 Carver lingers over that episode in “My Father’s Life”: “she hit him between the eyes with a colander and knocked him out. We could see him down there on the grass.” Afterward, Carver writes, he would lift the colander and “imagine what it would feel like to be hit in the head with something like that.” Another time, Sandmeyer heard, Ella became so disgusted with a couple of fellows who were drinking and playing cards with C.R. that she picked up a chair and ran them right out of the house.

One short story best evokes the conflicts Ray felt in his early teens. First published in 1973 as “The Summer Steelhead” and later as “Nobody Said Anything,” the story is about silent, uneasy accommodations to bad situations. To protect their crops from frost, Yakima fruit farmers burned old tires or five-gallon pots filled with oil to raise the temperature around tree branches a few degrees. Both tactics caused a terrific stench and smog. Thus, pollution saved the crops, and, as Carver’s story puts it, “you would wake up in the morning with this black ring of stuff in your nose, but nobody said anything.” During the 1950s, though, this “smudging” became controversial among growers and town residents.13

“Nobody Said Anything” was a germinal story for Carver. It was not autobiographical, he said, but “When I wrote that story I knew… I had tapped into something. I knew what it was all about.”14 In it, parents’ arguing voices assault a boy who signs himself R. Then the mother starts to cry. R hopes his little brother will wake up and “say something to them so they would feel guilty and stop.” The older boy is upset by his mother’s tears but quick to take advantage of her distraction. As the mother—her name is Edna, the same as Ella’s sister’s—hurries to get ready for work, R begs to stay home. He has a stomachache. Reluctantly she agrees, rattling off a stream of loving last-minute instructions: no TV, don’t turn on the stove burners… try “that medicine.” The mischievous R has the TV on before she is even out the door. When she’s gone, R snoops for clues about “what they do in bed” before he gathers his fishing gear and sets out for Birch Creek, a sizable ditch that matches Bachelor Creek in Yakima.

Much of “Nobody Said Anything” is a brief picaresque adventure in which R becomes a modern Huck Finn brimming with sexual curiosity and urgency. A woman in a red car stops to give him a ride. She’s thin with pimples around her mouth, but the boy detects “nice boobs” inside her sweater. He imagines she might take him home and let him “screw her all over the house.” This adolescent, though, is more needy child than ladies’ man: “She asks if she can keep her sweater on and I say it’s okay with me. She keeps her panties on too.” R’s struggle with his sexuality is inept, hilarious, and more explicit, especially in the magazine version, than any of Carver’s other writing. As R fishes, he postpones thinking about the woman until later, but “right away I got a boner thinking about the boner I would get that night.” He worries that he masturbates too often but knows he won’t stop. He admits he once tried bestiality. He approached a calf with his shorts off, but when the calf kicked and bawled, he ejaculated in its face. “I thought it was the worst thing I would ever do in my life,” R comments, “but now I know better.”15

At Birch Creek, R and another boy chase, kill, and then cut in half a monstrous fish.* His creel filled with this prize, R returns to his neighborhood at dusk: “I was scared they would start hollering at me for being out after I had stayed in from school.” Instead R finds his parents arguing at the kitchen table, expressing not the least concern about his whereabouts:

… he said, “What do kids know? You’ll see.”

She said, “I’ll see nothing. If I thought that, I’d rather see them dead first.”

The obscure argument continues, the children somehow, but unclearly, involved. R stands outside, listening and preparing to “march into the house, grinning.” A pan burns on the stove and Edna throws the scorched food against the wall. The boy, believing his fabulous fish will eclipse this chaos, enters the room with his offering. His gesture proves disastrous. Edna thinks the boy is showing her a snake and screams for him to take it outside before she throws up. The boy turns to his father, who—incomprehensibly to R—suddenly takes his wife’s side. He orders the boy to carry his prize “the hell out of the kitchen and throw it in the goddamn garbage.”



“Nobody Said Anything” treats a theme that fascinated Carver: the divided child and divided self. The fish, at first the subject of a simple, brutal yarn, takes on a whole new aspect when the parents look at it. When the parents reject the fish as a monstrosity, the boy identifies with his truncated prize. These parents might as well be throwing their son in the garbage. A closing paragraph in Carver’s 1973 magazine version projects an image of the traumatized child who will survive the onslaught of his parents’ violence. He will preserve and value himself through his imagination, learn to make himself whole. In this version, as in Christianity and mythology, the fish represents salvation. The boy looks at his grotesque, demeaned fish and thinks, “He looked silver under the porchlight. He was whole again, and he filled the creel until I thought it would burst. I lifted him out. I held him.”

Carver’s poem “Balsa Wood” parallels “Nobody Said Anything.” This time the child finds no escape from the tinderbox of parental emotion and feels “flimsy as / balsa wood.” Again there’s acrimonious discussion between parents about money, a mother in tears, and a meal ruined on the stove. Then father and son haul a load of garbage—including the ruined breakfast, no doubt—to the dump. The boy knows his father wants to explain something, but the two sit mutely in the car. The boy imagines that they both hear someone—the mother?—crying. In the last lines, Carver remembers feeling he was in two places at once. The parents’ estrangement has now inscribed itself as a division in the boy’s psyche.

James Carver did not think his brother’s stories gave a fair picture of their parents. Because Ray was five years older, James speculated, “perhaps he could recall times that I couldn’t when unhappy scenes occurred. I know my mother and brother would get upset when an argument flared up. But, my God, it wasn’t something that was a daily occurrence.”16

Raymond was his mother’s confidant. In “My Father’s Life,” Carver writes that his mother accused her husband of seeing other women, but in a documentary filmed after her husband’s and Ray’s deaths, Ella stated that her husband “never stepped out” on her.17 In a late poem called “The Kitchen” (not published in his lifetime), Carver imagines an explicit scenario of his father with another woman. In it a boy comes home and surprises his father drunk and with a woman on his lap. The poem is full of the outraged boy’s feelings. While his father and the woman stare at him, the boy, the only one who tries to talk, stutters “with anguish.”18 The poem conveys the boy’s inexperience and sense of betrayal by confusing identities: the woman is “not his wife, / nor my mother either.” This fracturing of family that the boy feels is further encapsulated by his sense that his father doesn’t “recognize his own get.” Evidence about C.R.’s extramarital life may be impossible to come by, but one thing is clear: the very idea of his father’s infidelity and his mother’s violent reactions to it evoked treacherous images and feelings for Carver.

“A little autobiography and a lot of imagination are best” for writing fiction, Carver believed.19 In early youth, Raymond experienced enough stability and love to allow him to recognize when these qualities were absent. Such knowledge allowed Carver, as a writer, to inhabit even his most degraded characters, to give them a gesture or phrase that makes us regret their lost potential and imagine them better than they are. But he also delights in the petty violence and trickery of characters like the man who cuts his wife’s phone cord and smashes her Christmas pies. As that husband departs, he tells himself that he and his wife will have “a serious talk” after the holidays. The inane, brutal simplicity of the scene combined with the narrator’s off-center commentary could be a scene from Carver’s childhood. It is the view of a child who sees clearly things going wrong around him and has no way to make good sense of them.

In October 1951, Ray’s eighth-grade year, Mary Carver died at age seventy. C.R. made the arrangements for his mother’s funeral, which was very like the one they’d had for Frank: an open casket for services in the same funeral chapel followed by burial at Terrace Heights. Seven grandnephews served as pallbearers—an indication of the size of the Carver-Green extended family that had settled in the West. Though Mary’s progeny were many, none had yet achieved the kind of renown she’d wished for them when she mailed each one a hand-copied inspirational poem in the 1930s.

This death of a second grandparent must have disquieted Ray. In “Another Mystery” he mentions “… a time in which relatives departed / this way and that, left and right.” The next relative to die was Bill Archer’s brother, Olen “Shorty” Archer. He and two drinking buddies slid off the icy Naches Highway into a ditch; then an AWOL soldier, also drunk, plowed into their car. Uncle Shorty’s drinking “toots” were infamous, a family standard by which everyone else, including C.R., could be deemed nonalcoholic.20

Not long after Grandmother Mary Carver died, Ray’s father had a generous idea that probably altered Ray’s life. C.R. knew that his elder boy was bored and unhappy. He knew, too, that he could not help his son. He was grieving for his mother, only a few weeks dead, and grieving for his own fugitive youth. He was only forty, but he felt old. He probably feared he was sinking into dependence on alcohol. Frank Sandmeyer, who ran a saw near C.R.’s filing room, remembered the afternoon C.R. asked him a favor: “He said to me, ‘I hear you hunt and fish all over this country.’ Then he said, ‘I’ve got this boy. I’m going to buy him a shotgun and shells. Will you take him with you? I’ll help pay the expense.’” Sandmeyer, who had a daughter and nephews but no son, was glad to oblige.21

It is no surprise that characters modeled on Sandmeyer appear in two of Carver’s stories. In “Furious Seasons,” Frank is “a big man, with a thick quilted jacket zipped up to his chin and a brown duck-bill cap that made him look like a grim umpire.” Sandmeyer would pick up Ray before dawn. He’d find him waiting with his gun and a lunch bucket and a big canteen, properly outfitted with a red hat, waterproof boots, and wool coat. If they spoke at all, it was about the weather and the geese. Usually they took the highway south out of Yakima toward Bickleton. They passed “great fields of harvested wheat rolling out toward the dimly outlined hills beyond and broken every so often by a muddy, churned looking field glimmering with little pockets of water.”

Before sunrise, they would reach the foothills and head toward the canyons that open out to the Columbia River. Alder Creek Canyon was one of their favorite spots. This landscape was vivid to Carver when he wrote “Furious Seasons”:

The sides of the low bluffs overlooking the river down below were deeply grooved and cut back into the rock, leaving tablelike projections jutting out, marking the high water lines for thousands of years past. Piles of naked white logs and countless pieces of driftwood lay jammed onto the ledge like cairns of bones dragged up onto the cliffs by some giant bird.

The bluffs here formed natural blinds for hunters. At first, Frank recalled, he stayed close to Ray, keeping an eye on him and teaching him to shoot: “He caught on to that shotgun right away. He got to be a good shot with it. I told him about it, how to watch for the birds, how to judge and shoot ahead of them. His dad gave him an account downtown where he could buy his shotgun shells and whatever he needed.”

“Distance” pays tribute to Sandmeyer as Carl Sutherland. In the fiction, the boy’s father has died. The boy and Sutherland begin to hunt together to “replace a loss they both felt.” Even though Ray’s father was still alive, Sandmeyer filled a void. He was hardy and strong and fearless, whereas C.R. was unwell and cautious. Divorced, Sandmeyer also represented a model of manhood—free of domestic turmoil and comfortable in the world of guns and danger—that C.R. could only read about in Zane Grey’s novels.

With Sandmeyer, Ray developed “a fever for hunting.” For five years, the two went bird hunting almost every weekend from October 15 through the end of January. Sandmeyer found Ray “high strung, nervous, impatient, and stubborn. He was just a very impatient person, but he was real good at goals; no problem there.” Along with Ray’s restlessness, Sandmeyer noticed that Ray drank an inordinate amount of water on these trips, filling up his canteen several times during the day. Both traits might have been related to the weight-loss medication Ray was taking. Fishing, hunting, and simply being outdoors gave Ray freedom from the tension of his family, camaraderie with other males, the pride of skill and success, and an emotional connection with the land. Hunting ducks, geese, and upland game, Carver said, “made a dent in my emotional life, and that’s what I wanted to write about.”22 The point of connection, though, was violence. By landing a fish or shooting a duck out of the air, he obliterated some of the frustration and rage of his daily life.

During their drives in the hills, Ray and Frank came across remnants of the people who’d tried to live in this austere land by farming or mining or trading with Columbia River steamers and early railroads. Sandmeyer was intrigued by an abandoned school, but Ray was restless to get on with hunting. Perhaps, too, Ray felt the futility of human undertakings in these buildings left by people whose enterprises had failed. Once in a canyon at the end of a nearly impassable road,

Ray wanted to get out and chase some of the chukkers around—and there was a two-story house, rough lumber, never been painted, but it had a veranda built. I can’t imagine anybody back a hundred years ago building a veranda—there was no mills or towns back then. Inside was an old iron bed. I found a shoe box under the bed. Ray came back, and I took the string off the box, and there was a pair of shoes in there—high-button ladies’ shoes with white tops and black bottoms. They’d never been worn. I wish I’d brought them home, but Ray, he took kind of a dim view of it.

Another time, Sandmeyer and Ray came across the ghost town of Alder-dale, since inundated by a dam on the Columbia, where they saw old buildings from which “the people just vanished.” Sandmeyer’s romanticism about old schoolhouses and high-buttoned shoes didn’t impress young Ray, but his mentor’s curiosity, quick observations of character, and ability to remember details that made for a good yarn showed him the uses a man might make of storytelling.

When Ray was about sixteen, he asked Sandmeyer to take him down into the Yakama Indian Reservation. They didn’t have the permit from the tribe required to hunt there, but cut across the fields toward Toppenish Creek just as the poachers do in Carver’s story “Sixty Acres.” They had wing-shot three or four ducks when “Ray brought down a mallard and went chasing it through the corn patch. He let out a blood-curdling scream. I thought maybe he’d shot himself. He’d made a grab for this crippled mallard duck, and he lacerated one of his fingers all the way down to the bone on a corn husk. He acted like somebody had shot him, he was such a high-strung person.”

In the duck-hunting story “Sixty Acres,” Carver adopts the perspective of a Yakama Indian man who must chase a couple of kids off his land and lets lavish detail carry the burden of his feeling for nature: “Time, what was time? A bird flying up the valley against the wind until it disappeared. He closed his hand around one of the tall stalks of milkweed that swayed and rustled in the slight breeze that had come up. He snapped its neck, felt the sticky sap ooze into his palm. He looked up when he heard the soft chuckling of ducks over his head; their wings made a rapid, whistling sound as they cut the air. He wiped his hand on his pants and followed them for a moment, watched them set their wings at the same instant and circle once over the creek. Then they flared.”23

One warm October day, Ray and Sandmeyer went up to Pine Creek. Ray began to climb down toward an outcropping. Sandmeyer warned Ray that the rocks could be “lousy with rattlesnakes.” A half hour later, Ray ran screaming back to Sandmeyer:

“God Almighty!” he said. “I heard some noise around me and above me, and I was setting there, and I looked around and there were so many rattlesnakes I couldn’t count them. I just made a wild leap and got out of there. I never had an experience like that before in my lifetime.”

“Well, son, your lifetime hasn’t been all that long now, has it?” I said to him. That was the spot Ray loved, where the geese fell down in the canyon.

A similar encounter with timber rattlers shows up in Carver’s poem “Wenas Ridge.” Its narrator, who is hunting grouse with friends and has recently made his girl pregnant, says he felt “more alive then, I thought, than I’d ever be.” The life ahead of him will turn out to be a descent “in switch-backs.” Every detail of the landscape becomes an impending metaphor: of course, the inevitable snake, when it appears, represents evil and betrayal. Carver’s translation of Adam’s fall takes place not in a garden but on a dry hillside. Looking back, Carver finds he made an “obscure, criminal pact” there on the ridge: “Praying to Jesus in one breath. / To snake in the other.”



• • •

Killing birds in the beautiful, inhospitable terrain of the Columbia River basin as an adolescent helped release Ray from the anxieties of his childhood and gave him the temerity he needed to become a writer. “The Cougar” illustrates how. This poem weaves two stories with a metaphor about Carver’s ambitions and drunkenness. In the foreground story, Carver recalls a postreading party in Santa Cruz, California, where two older poets told stories of hunting black bears.24 Their stories elicit in Carver a sudden, sharp memory of stalking a cougar in a box canyon near the old sawmill town of Klickitat.

At the core of the poem is Carver’s younger self: “a nervous, fat, sweating kid… but that day I stalked a cougar…” The but bridging that sentence conveys Carver’s wonderment at the impossibility of himself. The self-loathing, fat, and nervous boy becomes a man stalking the largest of the North American cats. And he’s right; this is unbelievable. What really occurred, even the poem tells us, is that Ray, “loaded for grouse” and smoking cigarettes, saw cougar tracks and managed for a while to stay upwind of them. He had no chance of killing the cat with his 12-gauge shotgun, but he imagined himself as a man who could face such dangers. “The Cougar” is a fable of self-transformation.

At the barbershop and elsewhere, Ray read outdoor magazines: Field & Stream, Outdoor Life, Sports Afield. Alongside black-and-white ads for guns and ammo, gear (“Korean-Type Thermo Boot”), and uranium-discovery instruments (“Currently $150,000 a month is paid by the U.S. Government to people just like you”), between full-color pages hawking cigarettes, liquor, and correspondence courses in taxidermy, ran columns of well-crafted articles and personal narratives. Stories told about hunting game in exotic places, about old dogs who saved the day or new dogs like Hungarian vizslas that might. But most of the copy was about ordinary hunting experiences. Ray began writing down some of the events that had befallen him with Sandmeyer, his dad, and other men. Among Carver’s papers is an undated typescript called “A Little Sturgeon.”25 It details how to catch one of these huge fish in the Columbia River by weighting the bait with heavy metal objects like bolts and railroad spikes. It describes his dad with other men, drinking whiskey and coffee from a thermos. An outline projects further topics: keeping the sturgeon in a bathtub after it survives a half day’s ride in the car trunk, cooking it, and so forth. Carver’s notebooks hold many ideas carried over from those days.

Sandmeyer recalled the conversation when Ray mentioned his writing ambitions. On a bright, cold morning in the mid-1950s, Ray shot three geese before they came back to the car to eat lunch and warm up. As they sat talking, Sandmeyer noticed that Ray was more fidgety and nervous than usual:

Finally, he said, “I’m kind of disappointed. I wrote a story and it didn’t sell.” And I said, “Well, what did you write?” And he said, “I wrote a story about this wild country, the flight of the wild geese and hunting the geese and everything in this remote country down here. It’s not what appeals to the public, they said. I’ll have to try something else.”

Tentative as it sounds, this was a declaration. Hunting and fishing and family and friends would no longer be the center of Ray’s life. He had revised the terms of his engagement with the world. From now on—with one baleful exception—he would live to write.


* When big steelhead showed up in Bachelor Creek, his friend King Kryger said, “Ray would get extremely excited and do anything to catch one. He would chase them and club them and whatever it took, but I don’t remember catching many.”





CHAPTER 4 
Cigarettes, Beer, Jazz

1953–1956, Yakima, Washington

The grim frost is at hand, when the apples will fall thick, almost thunderous, on the hardened earth.

—D. H. Lawrence, Selected Poems, transcribed in one of Carver’s notebooks1

Ray and his friends at Yakima Senior High School believed they were different from the kids around them, and they could not wait to get out of Yakima. “We would turn the big globe in the school library, measuring with our hands the farthest place from Yakima. It was the coast of Madagascar,” Jerry King reminisced, “and we would say that’s where we wanted to be.”*

Ray’s best friends were two boys he’d met in junior high: Jerry King and King Kryger. Jerry King first noticed Ray when he brought “this God-awful-looking black piece of meat” out of his lunch bag. That piece of wild duck, King realized, was Ray’s entire lunch. Soon Ray became a fixture at the King family’s big, old house downtown, near the library and the theatre where Jerry’s dad operated the movie projectors. Ray would lie on a couch in front of the television in the bookshelf-lined den for so many hours that Mrs. King “wondered if he had a brain in his head.”2

King Kryger first saw Ray carrying another boy in a school-yard fight game called Horse, in which two heavier boys carried two lighter boys on their shoulders, and the boys on top grappled and tried to “unhorse” each other. The rider on Ray’s opponent’s shoulders, a recent migrant from Arkansas named Roy Baker, was quick and had a hot temper. The kid Ray carried couldn’t get a hold on Baker, but Ray just kept charging. Finally Baker challenged Ray to fight one-on-one after school. When they met, Baker gave Ray a bloody nose and split lip with an upward jab, and Ray got in a few punches. But again, Ray wouldn’t give up. Kryger, who was Baker’s friend, saw that Ray wasn’t going to quit. He was frightened for Ray and got his friends to separate the combatants. From then on, Ray and Kryger were friends. Baker thought he had gotten the best of Ray Carver, because “Ray was big, but not too good a fighter because he was basically meek and mild.”3

The fellows Ray ran around with cultivated a hoodlum attitude derived from Marlon Brando’s 1953 movie The Wild One. “We were hood wannabes,” King said, “who didn’t want to do anything bad but badly wanted out of Yakima.” They wore their hair greased in either a flattop (also called a Princeton) or an Elvis Presley–like forelock and combed back at the sides into a DA—duck’s ass. Shirts were buttoned up to the neck with cigarettes noticeably concealed in the left pocket. The shirt was tucked into denim or white corduroy jeans with legs pegged so tight the wearers could barely get their feet through. These pants rode low on the hips, held precariously by a thin suede belt. In his sophomore class picture, Ray seems to have the look. His boyhood fat is gone, his hair is right, and his pocket shows the outline of a cigarette pack.4

But Ray rarely achieved that uniform rebel look. “Ray dressed in early Salvation Army style,” classmate Neil Shinpaugh remembered:

He wore these old gray, pleated slacks you’d associate with an older man. Gabardine-type stuff, the kind suits are made of. He had this one ugly plaid shirt—wild, ugly colors in it, just terrible colors. For most of us, the thing was to keep our clothes and shoes up, but Ray was dowdy. Wrinkled shirt, wrinkled pants, these unpolished shoes kind of rolled over. His were slip-on loafers, black, with that little bit of elastic in the sides. Even if we went out to a dance at the YMCA, he went in these frumpy old clothes.5

Even when Ray owned the right clothes, he looked funny in them. He hunched in his shirts as if he were trapped in them and looked uncomfortable in his body.6 His face also belied his attempt to look like a hood. His sapphire blue eyes had a mischievous glint, but they didn’t look threatening, and his full lips moved more easily toward a smile or a laugh than to a scowl.



“It was a misspent youth,” King thought. Cars were at the hub of a culture bent on killing time, but Ray never owned one. He wouldn’t have wanted to work on an engine or get a job to support the car. He was seen walking or bicycling around town long past the age when most Yakima boys would rather die than be seen so close to the pavement. But he rode with his friends, especially King, who drove a 1941 Oldsmobile convertible with a ’51 engine—he always added the fact of the newer engine—that the boys called Old Leaky.7 Carver’s poem “The Projectile” derives from those years when he and his pals swarmed around looking for kicks. In the poem, “five or six / bozos” lurch along a snowy street, flipping the bird and tossing snowballs and obscenities at other bozos. When the speaker turns his head away, an icy snowball comes through a cracked window to hit him smack on the ear. Carver tells us he cried with the “stupendous” pain while others exclaimed at the Dumb luck of this bull’s-eye on their friend’s ear. Carver fastens his anecdote within a meditation on memory and the ways that pain, humiliation, and chance have become part of his work.

Carver explained that his story “Tell the Women We’re Going” also grew out of an aimless cruise around Yakima:

When I was about sixteen or seventeen years old I had an older friend who ended up doing time in the state penitentiary. He had an old panel truck. We were larking around, drinking beer and smoking cigarettes in the afternoon. We saw these girls on bicycles. And one of these guys who was about three years older than me said, “Let’s pick up those girls and rape them.” And I thought, Jesus, I didn’t sign up for this! Nothing happened that day, I think maybe they pulled up next to them and asked them if they wanted a ride. But much later that emotional thing was still with me so much that I just imagined a story, the extreme situation, out of that summer heat and that feeling of menace that was with me in that park in Yakima.8

All the boys and their girlfriends, when they had them, drank alcohol and smoked cigarettes early in high school. Cigarette ads of the day reveal just how prevalent smoking had become: one claims “No Cigarette Hangover”; another, “More Doctors Smoke Camels.” When they were juniors, Ray found a rural tavern, the Deerhorn, that would sell him beer, and they tried to list “Deerhorn Teen Club” as one of their activities in the high school annual. If they got a case of beer, they’d bring it to one of their houses where they could drink, play poker, and listen to music for hours.9

Ray had grown up listening to country music, the daily fare on Yakima radio and his parents’ favorite as well, but he listened to jazz with his friends, Charlie Parker in particular. They heard new 45 rpm releases in listening booths at the record shop and searched for jazz on the radio. At the Playland dance hall north of Yakima, they heard the Dorsey Brothers Orchestra during the midfifties when Jimmy and Tommy Dorsey were reunited. Several times they drove to Seattle for Philharmonic Jazz Series concerts.10

For all their poses, Ray and most of his friends were young men who loved words. The homegrown logocentrism that prevailed among them distinguished them in a region where men were supposed to be taciturn. King was quick witted and loved to needle Ray. Ray was good natured, but he’d do a slow burn as King teased him. If he got to the point of real anger, everyone—most of all King—would act surprised. One day when the group was playing poker at Ray’s house, Kryger remembered thinking, “God, Jerry’s being too rough on Ray, and that’s not quite fair, because Ray’s kind of stupid.”11

Ray stayed at the edge of conversations, but he wasn’t stupid. He considered himself a “nerd who always hung around the library, half-ashamed to be seen carrying books home.” His ironic remarks gave the impression that he knew things the others didn’t; like the narrators of the stories he was yet to write, Ray “was there, but he wasn’t,” Shinpaugh said. “When he said something, even his witticisms, you had to pay attention to catch it.”12

It’s been said that Ray took “bonehead” English in high school. That, according to his twelfth-grade teacher Ben Van Eaton, was not so. In Van Eaton’s standard midlevel course where he taught composition and grammar, Ray earned some of the few As he got in high school and wrote “a fine essay on what he saw in jazz.” The English teacher sometimes took Ray duck hunting to blinds his family owned along the Yakima River. Another teacher, Roy Hoover, complained in class that he didn’t know where to shoot birds, so Ray and Jerry King offered to show him their favorite spots. “Jerry and Ray were both very pleasant fellows to be around. If we talked, it was about where the pheasants were and where they were last week. No deep philosophical discussions.” In Hoover’s lively American history class, Ray managed to show up most days and earn a few Bs.13

Earl Shelton taught Ray and King and Kryger in a class called Radio Production. He asked his students to write news stories, dramatic sketches, and interviews of other students. Ray especially got a kick out of an assignment to cut up interview tapes and rearrange the questions and answers so that meanings were misconstrued to create humor or propaganda. When Shelton noticed the brisk, cross-cut dialogue in Carver’s fiction, he wondered “if he hadn’t begun to develop his good ear in that class, where he was always a listener and observer.” All three boys liked jazz records in the Broadcast Music Incorporated collection donated by a local radio station and were “mentally advanced—they didn’t have that silliness other kids had.”14

If Ray and his cohort knew that they wanted to leave Yakima, they were nonetheless clueless about how to do so. Before the 1962 World’s Fair and the Space Needle put Seattle on the map, long before Microsoft and super-coffee and grunge rock, Washington was the most remote of the lower forty-eight states. Many who grew up there were infected by an anomie peculiar to their part of the country. Defining this trait as a tendency to avoid ambition or success (or to disintegrate under the pressure of success; as did the writer Richard Brautigan and the rock star Kurt Cobain), music critic Fred Moody writes, “To be a Northwesterner… is by definition to be an underachiever, whether by chance or design…. resignation [is] the Mount Rainier of our psychological landscape.”15 Some of Ray’s friends joined the military, most commonly the coast guard, while only Jerry King went directly to college. The literary world attracted Ray, but he saw little connection between that and formal education.

On January 25, 1954, a banner headline in the Yakima Daily Republic caught Ray’s attention: HEMINGWAY BACK FROM JUNGLE; SUFFERS SLIGHT INJURIES IN TWO PLANE CRASHES: NOVELIST ENDS TRIP ON GROUND. The article tells about the Pulitzer Prize–winning novelist’s adventures in Italy, Spain, and Africa, noting that Hemingway “lives as dangerously as his hairy chested heroes.” It mentions that Hemingway’s “short staccato style became a model for a generation of writers.” Seeing that article, Carver wrote, was “heady and glamorous stuff” to him then, because the places mentioned “seemed as far away as the moon.” Though Ray, at fifteen, had yet to read Hemingway, Papa’s fame inspired him, and he “was indebted to him even then, if for the wrong reasons.”16

At first, Ray associated the problem of writing with the literal act of placing the words on paper. His family didn’t own a typewriter, and he watched Ella toil over letters home to Arkansas, unsure of her spelling and sometimes short on legibility as well. Ray’s own handwriting continued to be atrocious—his big hands and fingers just didn’t cooperate. His three semesters of typing classes may have profited him more than the rest of his high school curriculum.17

“I wanted to be right in there with all the rest of the guys. But I also wanted to write,” Ray told an interviewer years later. Along with King Kryger, Ray enrolled in a correspondence course offered by the Palmer Institute of Authorship in Hollywood. C.R. paid Ray’s initial $25 fee and enrolled James in a drawing course at the same time.18 The first lesson, “Essential Elements of a Short Story and How To Develop Them,” arrived in a manila envelope addressed to Ray. Imagine the promise of these words:

In becoming a Palmer student you are taking an important step in establishing yourself in a profession that enjoys the respect and esteem of all classes of people, a profession you may be proud to claim as your own…. This may be the vital turning point in the course of your life….

Why People Read

… In a well written story the reader is planted into the shoes of the main character, shares his trials and tribulations, reads his thoughts, feels the thrill of his exciting experiences, worries over his difficulties, and rejoices with him in his success. The reader, for the moment is “taken out of himself” and in the person of the story character, lives a life of adventure, romance and achievement he would like to live if only he had the chance—the wit—and the courage. Many a timid little John Doe “loses himself” in a story of daring deeds such as he would never have the nerve to perform in real life.

Authorship Is a Big, Lucrative Field

Every year millions of dollars are spent by the John Smiths and Jane Does all over the world for the opportunity of “losing themselves”… Editors must have thousands of stories to meet the constant demand, and are willing—yes, eager—to pay the writer handsomely who can supply them…

Why Not You Too?

If you have any doubts about your ability to learn to write… forget them. All you need to make a good clean start are:

1. A sincere INTEREST in the work.

2. Willingness to WORK and STUDY.

3. Enough ENGLISH to write us a good personal letter.

Not much to ask, is it? Yet, with this equipment a great deal—a VERY great deal can be accomplished.

Despite its reliance on capital letters for emphasis, the Palmer course is impressive. A student who actually took it all in, wrote every assignment, and shouldered the task of revising his work according to the instructor’s written suggestions would accomplish something akin to a yearlong college course in creative writing. Each lesson was prefaced with a homily like the following by one Barton A. Hebbins:

Remember, NO person has any greater right to success than YOU. The great success of which you have always dreamed CAN be yours if you but WILL to achieve it and by force of that WILL, keep everlastingly at your studies and your assignments.

The course’s sixteen installments covered the technical elements of short story writing and emphasized what would sell to magazines. Lessons were titled: Desire and Opposition, What to Write About, Theme, Motivation, Viewpoint, Plot, Characterization, and so forth. A daunting amount of information and terminology was offered, enough to stymie anyone, let alone a couple of seventeen-year-olds. Still, the lessons offered smart insights, good examples from contemporary magazine fiction, and explicit assignments. Students mailed in these assignments for comment and received them back marked in red pencil.19

Ray and Kryger read each other’s writing with enthusiasm, but other friends teased them unmercifully. Jerry King, who read one piece before Ray mailed it in, recalled, “He said that somebody’s muffler was hotter than—no, the other way—the barrel of a pistol was hotter than a twenty-five-cent muffler on a Saturday night.” Roy Hoover, the history teacher, noticed that Ray was always writing something for the Palmer course and worried that it might be a scam.

It really wasn’t. The Palmer course hammered on two themes: anyone who worked hard enough and followed the lessons in order and completely could become a professional writer. And a story was finished when it was ready to “sell.” Although the pulps were dying, there were many other commercial venues for short fiction in 1955. Ray worked hard at his Palmer Institute writing assignments. He submitted work to outdoor magazines and rented a post office box for his correspondence. He would “stomp in and bring some mail out—rejection slips. And then he’d be pretty depressed.” Once, Carver said later, he submitted a story to a magazine’s circulation department.20

Most of the ultimate strengths of Carver’s work are recommended in Palmer’s Lesson One. Here Ray read that a good story puts the reader in the shoes of a character, that stories are more popular than novels, and that the secret of good stories is economy in presentation and emphasis. Carver wrote a story about a writer called “Put Yourself in My Shoes”; he never made a successful attempt to write a novel, and he became best known for the severe economy of his style.



• • •

For a long time, Carver once told an interviewer, “it was assumed I would graduate and go to work at the sawmill.” As a teenager, Ray often went to school in the morning, then brought his dad lunch and stayed for the afternoon.21 The two of them were tacit allies against the duress of daily life. Ray’s dad covered for him if the school inquired about his absence. Both were loners, one was an active alcoholic, the other beginning to drink. To an inquisitive, observant kid like Ray, the mill offered a fascinating cast of characters. C.R.’s cousin Tillman Carver had a crippled hand that led other workers to abuse him and give him dirty jobs, but despite these disadvantages, he had worked his way up to head millwright. Another figure who intrigued Ray was a deaf mute named Robert Weddle, whom everybody called Dummy. Weddle carried toilet paper rolls in his pockets because one of his tasks was to supply the men’s bathrooms; he took a lot of ribbing, some of it delivered with real meanness, from the men and spent a lot of time at the mill ponds, drinking beer and fishing. Carver based his story “Dummy” on Weddle.22

Ray never worked at Cascade, nor did he knock himself out to find other jobs in Yakima. He did brief stints as a stock boy at grocery and dime stores and as a picker of apples, cherries, and hops. For the rest of his life, if asked, he would mention that picking hops from vines strung up on high wires was “unimaginably hard work.”23

In the mid-1950s, as much of the country thrived economically, the Carvers fell behind on payments on the Eleventh Avenue house. In 1955 they sold it and moved into a rented bungalow with a wide porch and large windows that Ray considered the nicest place his family ever lived. Ray converted a downstairs den into his own bedroom and left the second upstairs bedroom to James. His post office was down the street. Yakima’s “Nob Hill,” where the president of Cascade Lumber lived, was nearby. Beyond that, to the west, began the orchards. On a warm summer night, Ray could stroll happily down the hill toward downtown, feeling lucky, dreaming of love and escape and fame as he watched the moon rise over the Rattlesnake Hills.24

Such illusions were brief. A sequence of crises was about to spill over the Carvers like an avalanche, changing them all for years to come. In a flash, it seemed, Cascade Lumber, which had long sheltered the Carvers, suddenly turned against them.

First Fred Carver was dismissed from his job as head saw filer because he opposed changes that a new supervisor wanted to make in the filing system. The company offered Fred a regular filing position, which he had to refuse because he was missing fingers and really couldn’t file anymore, as the company well knew. Within weeks of Fred’s departure, Ray accompanied his dad to his filing room one day. Before C.R. had begun to work, with his son looking on, a manager brought him a final paycheck and sent him home, jobless. Pieti, who was working in the powerhouse at the time, saw the two Raymond Carvers leave the mill grounds: “I’ve never forgotten that sight of the father and son walking away that morning. Ray [Senior] was devastated as he walked down the street.”

C.R. appealed his firing and the company eventually admitted that they hadn’t gone through the correct process and would give him another chance.25 Before the union investigation was finished, C.R. left Yakima with Fred. They went to Chester, south of Mount Lassen in northern California, where they took jobs at the Collins Pine Company. They told people that they were getting better pay in Chester. C.R. further embellished the tale by mentioning his hopes that he would be promoted to head filer there when Fred retired. C.R. was forty-two years old.26

Ella stayed behind in Yakima so that Ray and James could finish out the school year. Forced to get his own spending money, Ray applied for a job as a delivery boy for a pharmacy near his house on Summitview. When owner Al Kurbitz asked Ray if he could change the tire on the delivery car, Ray replied that he’d find another kid to get his hands dirty to do that. Kurbitz felt the same way about manual labor, so he hired Ray.27

High school was nearly over for Ray, and with it his aimless youth. “Soon we lumber out of high school…,” he wrote on the senior portrait he gave Jerry King. Lumber seems to describe Ray’s motion in life pretty accurately. Though he scored in the 83rd percentile on an eleventh-grade achievement test, Ray had a C - average on a four-point scale. In a class of 441, he was down in the lower quartile at 337.28 But he was the first in his family to earn a high school diploma. His father must have been sorry to miss his commencement, and Ray must have missed having him there.

C.R. wrote that he liked his new job at Collins Pine. The work was what he was used to, and Fred was still his boss and protector. Early in June 1956, C.R. asked Ella to pack their gray 1950 Chevy and bring the boys as soon as she could. He had lined up a house for them.29

For Ray it wasn’t so simple. After all those years of longing to leave Yakima, he now had one good reason to stay.

Her name was Maryann Burk.


* The high school has been renamed Davis High School. The library there has a corner dedicated to Raymond Carver and his work. The Carver memorial comprises a plaque, some photographs, fishing lures, and other memorabilia, a framed broadside of Carver’s poem “The River,” and a shelf of his books. The plaque reads “Where I’m Calling From” across the top, as if to say that Carver called to the world from Yakima. The only other alum of the school similarly honored on campus is the late Supreme Court justice William O. Douglas.





CHAPTER 5 
Crazy in Love

Summer 1955–Summer 1958, Yakima, Washington, and Chester, California

… I remembered Maryann.
When we were both young.

—Raymond Carver, “The Windows of the Summer Vacation Houses”

Ray met Maryann Burk in a Spudnut Shop in Union Gap, Washington, in the summer of 1955. She was fourteen, working her first job as a counter girl for eighty-five cents an hour and hoping for some tips. The first time the tall, slim, curly haired boy of seventeen stopped in with his little brother, she had a premonition. It came to her in these words: “I am going to marry that boy.” She rushed to take the brothers’ orders before an older woman she worked with could get to them.1

That meeting would begin a lifelong story. “Ray and I looked at each other and smiled with delight,”2 Maryann recounted. The slender, brown-eyed girl soon learned that there was more than fate at work in the boy’s frequent returns to the Spudnut. There was the fact that Ray loved doughnuts. There was also the fact that the tall woman in her early forties with whom Maryann worked was Ella Carver.

Spudnuts—doughnuts made of potato flour—were new in Yakima Valley and so was Maryann. The Spudnut Shop’s attractions continued to draw Ray even after his mother got into an argument with the boss and quit her job in the middle of the summer. Soon after that, Ray asked Maryann for a date. Ray’s earlier foray into romance had ended with him passed out at a dance hall, so Maryann was probably his first serious girlfriend. She looked older than her age; her cousin Irmagene Kulp remembered: “Maryann was tall, about five foot eight. We all wore shorts most of the summer in the dry heat of eastern Washington, and her shapely legs went on forever. She was beautiful, graceful, and intelligent.” Like most teenage girls in the fifties, Maryann read romance magazines and listened to popular songs that told her “Love Is a Many-Splendored Thing” for an “Earth Angel” like her. She was primed to fall in love with Ray as soon as he smiled at her. Ray may have been an awkward “doofus” to his friends, but to Maryann he was “as handsome and sophisticated as a guy in a TV ad; the sort who wore those heavy-framed dark glasses while cool jazz played.”3

But Maryann was not a typical teenage girl. She had lived a more challenging emotional life than many girls her age; she also had more serious ambitions than most girls did in the 1950s. She was to become “The Sensitive Girl” in Carver’s poem of that title, a “girl who dreamed / and sang” in a time he “would’ve died for love.” At a private boarding school, Maryann had “learned the right way to hold a teacup,” Ray told interviewers. “She’d had religious instruction and gym and such, but she also learned about physics and literature and foreign languages. I was terrifically impressed that she knew Latin. Latin!”4

By the time she met Ray, Maryann had moved from one school to another several times and been deeply affected by divorce and its aftermath, but she was eager for new experiences. The more difficulties life threw her, the stronger and more determined she became. One source of her strength was the memory of her early childhood under the protection of her Germanic father; her independent and intellectually restless mother was another.

On both sides, Maryann’s grandparents were tough Western homesteaders. Her mother, born Alice Ritchey, completed her high school requirements early and was assigned to memorize long passages of Shakespeare to keep her busy. After some college in Bellingham, Washington, she began teaching school on Burk Road at age nineteen and fell in love with logger and landowner Valentine Burk. As a boy, Val Burk had a passion for baseball and dreamed of a career in sports, but instead took on the farm responsibilities as his older siblings left home. He was a big, fun-loving man with dark eyes, but he had an explosive temper. For Burk and later for his children, the difficulties of rural life were nothing compared to pride in their land. Burk dreamed that someday his descendants would all have houses on his property. Alice did not give up her independence of mind when she married. She left Val once while she was carrying her first child because he had shouted harshly at her younger brother; they reconciled after Bonna Rose (known as Jerry) was born in 1930.5 She did the farmwork, but her predilection was for learning and conversation, so she returned to the classroom when Jerry started school. Once she accepted a teaching job in a foothill town, took Jerry with her, and came home only on weekends.

Maryann Elsie Burk, the second daughter of Alice and Valentine, was born August 7, 1940. Less than two years after Maryann, Amy Edith arrived. A 1945 photograph shows Maryann, looking anxious and responsible, seated behind Amy and holding her protectively. The two sisters, born so close together, were intimate for most of their lives. For them, country girlhood was idyllic. Their father was their “consummate hero—decent, tough, smart, and loyal to the end,” Maryann said. But two new daughters did not alleviate Alice’s feeling of isolation on the farm. After Jerry left home, Alice divorced Burk. In Maryann’s opinion, her mother left Val the final time in part because she was exhausted. Shortly thereafter, Val Burk married Ann, a woman who worked with the haying crew, and they had two daughters together.6

As a ninety-two-year-old materfamilias, Alice had one chief regret: “I took Maryann and Amy away from the farm, where they were happy as little girls, and exposed them to a more complicated world.” When she was thirty-nine, Alice married James Higinbotham, whom she had known for years; with him, she moved to Wide Hollow near Cowiche, close to her eldest daughter, Jerry, whose husband repaired tanks at the U.S. Army’s Yakima firing center.7

Amy and Maryann were good students; Maryann skipped third grade and was then three years ahead of Amy in school. But after their mother remarried, Amy began to have discipline problems. When Amy was thirteen, she left the house one night while Alice and her husband were asleep. The girl ran across a field to a neighbor’s to telephone Val Burk, who was visiting Jerry. She told him that her stepfather had molested her repeatedly for several years. At first Burk was skeptical, but then he recalled an incident from years earlier that cast suspicion on the man. Burk returned to the house with Amy. Amy remembered that he turned off his headlights as he approached, surprised Alice and her husband asleep in their front room, and beat the other man to within an inch of his life. Before the blow that Amy said would have been the kill, Val Burk pulled his punch. To Amy, Val Burk was like a god come to avenge them: a bull of a man with his eyes flashing, capable of killing the other man but wise enough not to. His anger, to her, was huge and righteous.8

Alice divorced Higinbotham and determined to offer Amy and Maryann a new environment. Her sister suggested that Maryann should attend Saint Paul’s School for Girls in Walla Walla, the oldest prep school for girls in the Pacific Northwest. Maryann began in March 1955, her sophomore year of high school. Many of the other girls at the Episcopalian school came from wealthy families. Their fathers were presidents of companies, doctors, or owners of silver mines and ranches. Maryann, a scholarship girl, was outgoing and smart and eager to make friends, and soon she did. Only one thing bothered Maryann at Saint Paul’s: her lack of spending money.

When Maryann returned to Yakima at the end of her sophomore year, everything had changed. Her mother had moved to a small cabin at Play-land Park, had two part-time teaching jobs, and cooked in the evenings at Playland to make ends meet. Alice’s pride, she thought later, kept her from sending the girls to their father for the summer or asking him for extra money. That summer Amy worked as a mother’s helper, and Maryann took the job at Spudnut.

During the early weeks of their courtship, Maryann found that Ray was “a prodigious reader with a wonderful vocabulary, just like my mother” and that they both loved ancient history. Ray and Maryann were closely watched by her sister Amy and her cousin Irmagene, who found Ray “dark, tall, bashful, reserved, polite, respectful, intelligent,” and altogether “a perfect specimen.” The younger girls “peeked out the front picture window of Jerry’s home to watch them kiss good night after their dates.” Ray must have basked in the adoration of a whole family of females. To Irmagene, “Watching Ray was like watching a fly entering a spider’s web. He was caught quickly and fast. It worked both ways, though; Maryann was just as enamored with Ray.”9

As Maryann’s fifteenth birthday drew near in August, she worried about how Ray and her father would get along. “If either one had come up short, I would not have been able to take it,” she reflected. They celebrated at the big house where Amy was working, and the introduction of Ray and Val went off without a hitch. The Ray that Maryann knew in those days was “poised and sure of himself in a quiet, nice way. He was not shy, but very sweet, like his dad. He could associate with all his father’s friends, with my brother-in-law and dad. I saw Ray’s ability to associate with men way older than himself as being mature and special.”10

Ray’s family welcomed Maryann, too. She attended a twelfth birthday party for James in mid-August. Ray’s father liked to call Maryann by his own mother’s name—Mary—and quickly considered her a member of his family. Since the Carvers had a television and Maryann’s mother didn’t, Maryann would come over to watch Ray’s favorite drama, The Millionaire. In each episode a messenger delivered someone an anonymous gift of $1 million.

Maryann planned to spend her Spudnut earnings on sweater sets, pleated skirts, and shirtwaist dresses to wear at Saint Paul’s, so one of her classmates came to visit and help her shop. Ray set up a double date for the two girls with himself and his pal Dick Moeller. The foursome enjoyed plenty of good times, but one night ended at the police station. Maryann was babysitting her nephews. Dick and Ray brought beer to the house and were making themselves comfortable when they heard Jerry and her husband drive up. With six-packs under their arms, the interlopers slipped out the back door: the girls followed later, after the household was asleep. Then, as Moeller recalled, “we wandered across the railroad tracks and sat in an open boxcar door, our legs dangling over the edge, drinking our beer in that little Podunk town. We saw a cop car—we were probably making noise or throwing beer bottles—and started running, but we got all tangled up in a barbed wire fence and the cops ran us in. They held us a few hours in the local jail and released us.” In spite of such shenanigans, both Jerry and Alice approved of Ray.11

Carver’s 1983 story “Fever” has a similar scene, though the story inflates the number of teenage boys to four and combines two slim babysitters into one fat one who sits, blouse unbuttoned, on the sofa with one of the boys. “Fever” displays Carver’s knack for switching point of view to a character different from himself: his story is narrated by a father who comes home early, catches the teenagers red-handed, and sends them and their Rod Stewart album packing.

Before the summer ended, fifteen-year-old Maryann and seventeen-year-old Ray were lovers, she writes in her memoir, What It Used to Be Like: A Portrait of My Marriage to Raymond Carver. The start of the school year—Ray’s senior year at Yakima Senior High and Maryann’s junior year at Saint Paul’s—put a two-and-a-half-hour drive between them. Now instead of writing to her girlfriends about Ray, Maryann sent almost daily letters to Ray at his post office box. Equally important to the deepening of Ray’s and Maryann’s relationship was Ray’s growing ambition to be a writer. She read his Palmer course stories and showed them to her sister Jerry, who provided a glimpse of Ray’s teenage efforts: “We didn’t know many people who dared to say, ‘I want to be a writer.’ They said, ‘I want to be a school-teacher, and I hope I get to write on the side.’ They had to toss in that realism, you know, but Ray said, ‘I want to be a writer’ and made no apologies for it. Jerry noticed that Ray wrote “about relationships between men and women in their thirties and forties, and it just didn’t seem to come from his pen. And what I discovered about it over the years was his writing didn’t change. He was kind of ageless then, and he stayed that way.”12

When Ray graduated from high school and prepared to move to California with his mother, he and Maryann were already collaborating on plans to reunite. As Ray drove Ella, James, and their boxes toward his father in California, he must have dreaded the change he’d once yearned for. Indeed, no one in that car could have been too optimistic about this trip. Ray missed Maryann, James was leaving the town where he’d lived his almost thirteen years, and Ella had recently received two worrisome pieces of mail: C.R.’s said he’d been feeling sick after cutting himself on a saw; and an anonymous postcard, also postmarked Chester, said that—as Carver recounted it—“my dad was about to die and that he was drinking ‘raw whiskey.’”13

Cupped in a gap between volcanic Mount Lassen and the granite Sierra Nevadas, Chester made Yakima look big. Most of the men worked for the power company or for Collins Pine. Cottonwood trees lined Main Street then, along with the Copper Kettle restaurant, a grocery, a two-pump gas station, a classic soda fountain, a gun shop, and, of course, two bars. At the edge of town, Lake Almanor’s cold water was known for its rainbow trout and salmon. On the far side of the tiny town they found the mill and then the company trailer where Raymond Senior lived: “I didn’t recognize him immediately,” Carver wrote in “My Father’s Life.” “He was skinny and pale and looked bewildered…. My mother began to cry. My dad put his arm around her and patted her shoulder vaguely, like he didn’t know what this was all about, either.”

The family moved into a company house, and C.R. began eating again, but he remained sickly. Ray became a full-time laborer at the mill. He and his dad ate breakfast together and walked into the mill together. This was the first time in his life that Ray had done mill work, and the only thing he liked about the job was the $70 a week he made. As soon as he had a paycheck, he rented himself a tiny apartment above a store in downtown Chester, but the labor of sorting and stacking just-sawed lumber for hours on end left him exhausted.14 Like many young people before him, Ray discovered that freedom was an unequal exchange for his mother’s care. He moved home.

When he had a week off, Ray drove twelve hours in the family sedan to fetch Maryann from Yakima and another twelve hours to bring her back to Chester. That’s when she saw how Ella could pamper her sons. Every morning as Ray woke up, Ella gave him a list of choices for breakfast. An incident that occurred in Chester that summer stayed in Maryann’s mind as an instance of the Carver family dynamics:

There were two pieces of cherry pie left in a pie tin. Ray and his mother and James started battling over this pie tin with two pieces of pie. And Ray’s father looked at me and I at him, and he just had this bemused smile, as if to say, “Look at them!” They were wrenching the pie tin back and forth at the table—there was no thought of, “You are the guest, Maryann” or “How can we divide it?” It was flat-out three of us want two pieces. I don’t remember who won, but I saw it at the time as Ella putting herself first and teaching her sons the same. Most likely Ray and Ella got the two pieces, probably not James. What she cared about in the world was her two sons—and especially Ray.

Ray’s dad, as Maryann came to know him in Yakima and Chester, was “selfless.” He was sometimes astonished at how his money just disappeared, but he didn’t complain. He would “laugh and say, ‘the cartons of milk I’ve bought would stretch from New York City to Los Angeles.’ He always brought home bags of groceries and treats—cheese and grapes and lemons for lemonade. He found money for Ray to buy shotguns and go out on dates or call me long-distance,” Maryann recollected.

Ella on the other hand—in Maryann’s view—was “a Southern belle. Go see Gone With the Wind, watch Scarlett, and you see Ella.” While living in the Carver household in Chester, Maryann began to see how the characters of his parents were manifested in Ray. As she came to understand it, “Ella was the perfect mother for Ray, and Raymond was the perfect father, because the son got the sweetness and primary qualities from his dad, but he got—I’m not sure what the right word is—determination and arrogance, a kind of pride or self-possession, from Ella. A wonderful kind of conceit, that’s what it was.”15

Because he was spoiled, Maryann believed, Ray “always wanted more.” The things he wanted in those days, when he was eighteen years old in Chester, were fairly simple, and his job enabled him to get them. But at the same time, he was learning that he could not be content with sawmill work.

Maryann brought her summer reading list from Saint Paul’s when she came to Chester. She and Ray went together to the Plumas County branch library to find Madame Bovary by Gustave Flaubert. She read while Ray was at the sawmill during the day and at night told him the story and read aloud from it to him. The predicament of the large, awkward, mumbling Charles Bovary who is mercilessly teased by schoolmates was familiar to Ray, and so was the hopeless boredom that Emma felt as she endured “the wide solitude of her life.” But Flaubert’s style, Maryann recalled, was a “small revelation” to Ray. Together they read Chekhov’s “The Lady with the Dog” as well as Leo Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina and Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s Crime and Punishment.16

C.R. got his drinking under control after his family arrived, but he still didn’t recover from his undiagnosed illness. Ella waitressed at the Copper Kettle. James began eighth grade in Chester. In The Crater yearbook, he’s a confident-looking kid with dark hair in a brush cut and sharply arched brows just like his older brother’s. He excelled at art. After Maryann took the bus to Yakima at the end of summer, she and Ray wrote letters again. A three-cent stamp was cheaper than a long-distance phone call. Ray wrote Dick Moeller, too, but Dick could not make out Ray’s handwriting and brought his letters to Maryann to interpret. Moeller “tried to date her briefly—I don’t know where I got the idea that she was free, but I do remember Ray wasn’t happy about it.” Maryann returned to Saint Paul’s School accompanied by Amy, who began ninth grade. Maryann’s letters to Ray that fall told him she was studying twelve hours a day, hoping to win a scholarship to study pre-law at the University of Washington. With four National Merit Scholars in her class, she had tough competition.17

From the end of the Korean War until 1973, every American male between the ages of eighteen and twenty-six (including, famously, Elvis Presley), was subject to conscription for two years of military service. Between 1953 and 1959, America’s draft-induced military inductions averaged 153,000 a year, not a low number. (By comparison, at the height of the Vietnam era, in 1968, 300,000 were drafted.) Those who were disinclined to become army GIs could enlist in the marines, navy, air force, or coast guard or became weekend warriors in a state National Guard or federal Army Reserve unit. As a healthy, unmarried, nonstudent in an ordinary labor job, Ray was ripe to be drafted.

Late in August 1956, Ray passed a medical and dental exam with a doctor in Chester (he weighed 166 pounds, stood 74 inches tall, and had four teeth missing) and joined the California National Guard. He became Private Carver, an E-1 in California National Guard Battery D 170th Antiaircraft Artillery located in Susanville. At the Lassen County Fairgrounds armory, Ray began weekend training with large guns mounted on half-track vehicles. It may be that Ray joined the Guard not to sidestep conscription into the regular army (the reason that now seems logical) but rather because he wanted and needed the income or because he liked to shoot guns or thought the experience would serve his writing.

But three months later, Ray was finding sawmill work in Chester and separation from Maryann unbearable. He returned to Yakima and moved in with his Aunt Vonda and Uncle Bill. He contacted Battery A of the 420th Antiaircraft Artillery Battalion of the Washington National Guard in Yakima and persuaded the commander of the 420th to ask his Susanville unit to release him so he could enlist in the Yakima unit. Several pieces of official correspondence between officials in the two states requested “favorable consideration” of the transfer; the California unit released Ray in late November, and those in charge worked to ensure that Private Carver would have a seamless service record.

Before Ray’s training could have been much advanced, he withdrew his request to join the Washington National Guard. A lieutenant of the Yakima unit wrote to the California unit that Private Carver “has advised this office that he will be unable to enlist in the Washington National Guard by reason of incompatible employment. He states that his forthcoming employment will necessitate travel outside the continental United States and participation in the National Guard will be impossible.” In view of that information, the lieutenant continued, Carver planned to contact the California office “in regard to his discharge.” A discharge from his California unit was issued on December 20, but where Ray should have signed his full name, it reads, “EM [Enlisted Man] not available for signature.” He couldn’t sign it, of course, for the very reason he had requested it. He no longer lived in California. According to a note on his discharge form, Ray “became a member of USAR [Army Reserve] to complete remaining Sv obligation of 5 yrs 8 mo 14 days.” In other words, at the end of 1956, Ray was listed on federal military reserve rolls, obligated to apprise Selective Service boards of his whereabouts, and subject to conscription for nearly six years to come.

Ray never spoke of his military episode. His mother saved his discharge paper, his brother recalled that Ray had gone to Guard activities in Susanville, and a file in the California Adjutant General’s Office preserves other details given here.18 Nothing Carver wrote reflects his brief military experiment. Did he slip through gaps of a slipshod peacetime bureaucracy? Or did he cunningly devise a plan that allowed him to avoid further service? Perhaps a little of both. Coordination of records among state National Guard units, federal Army Reserve units, and local draft boards was lax in that pre-computer era. By keeping ahead of the paperwork and muffling his exact location, Ray quietly solved the problem that challenged almost every young American male from the 1950s until the early 1970s.

Ray stretched the truth a good deal when he told the Washington National Guard that he was going to be employed overseas. In fact, he had run into two former Yakima High School football players, Bob Vachon and Larry Berghoff, who were planning a trip to Mexico or Central America. They had not been friends of Ray’s before, but they invited him to come with them. Thus began another hazy episode in Ray’s eighteenth year. By now Ray had read enough Hemingway to get the idea that adventures in foreign countries might give him good material for writing (as well as a convenient inability to attend National Guard training in any location). Maryann remembered that the threesome, influenced by the film King Solomon’s Mines, headed for South America in a beat-up old car, hoping to find diamonds. “He wanted to travel, to see the world, have adventure. At the same time, he wanted me, and he tried to juggle these things, forevermore, really.”19

A different version circulated in Yakima: Vachon and Berghoff had lined up a deal to run a coffee plantation in Honduras. After they had worked the whole season and finished the harvest, their patron “took the beans to market and never came back.” Vachon and Berghoff “made it to the coast and hopped a freighter to bring them home,” Neil Shinpaugh remembered. “They were both jaundiced up, malnourished—they’d been big, husky guys, but they were in terrible shape when they got back.”20

In any case, Ray’s part of the trip ended in Guaymas, Mexico, three hundred miles south of Tucson, Arizona. He and his two compatriots got into some kind of a fight—Maryann thought it was over a “monstrosity of a fish” Ray had caught. Berghoff later commented, “Ray and I did not part friends. Enough said.” At the end of three weeks, Ray, hungry and dead broke, telephoned his parents from the bus depot in Red Bluff, California. C.R., still unwell, drove to meet him and bought him a big breakfast. Ray’s foreign adventure was over, but a legacy of it shows up in one of his first short stories, “The Aficionados.”21 Carver’s Mexican tale (like Hemingway’s “Hills Like White Elephants”) begins with a couple drinking wine in a bodega and holding an awkward, obscure conversation; to himself, the man makes the observation that the “gray humped hills… always reminded him of great-breasted reclining women.” Then, somewhat like D. H. Lawrence’s “The Woman Who Rode Away” with the sexes reversed, the story moves toward a human sacrifice—the woman cuts out her lover-husband’s heart with an obsidian knife. An extreme conclusion, but perhaps it foreshadows the mortifying situations men and women put each other through in Carver’s later stories.

After resting up at his parents’ house in Chester, Ray was back in Yakima again, bunking at the Archers’ and making deliveries for Al Kurbitz. Like a lot of eighteen-year-olds, he lived in disjunction and limbo. A man who saw Ray almost daily, Kurbitz’s younger partner, Bill Barton, noticed a bit of the “renegade” in Ray and sensed that Ray felt his family had not had a fair deal and that the government, or somebody, owed him something. According to Maryann, Kurbitz offered to pay for Ray’s education as a pharmacist if he would return to work for him afterward, but Ray was already determined to be a writer.22 Ray, then, lived at the center of a number of dilemmas: The only career prospects he had—sawmill work or pharmacy school—did not interest him in the least. He was in love with (and secretly engaged to, Maryann said) a girl who hoped to go to university in Seattle; he had unfinished business with Uncle Sam, but no draft board had his current address. He knew he wanted to be a writer but had suffered miserably in his attempt to live as a free spirit south of the border, got rejections when he sent articles to the outdoor magazines, and did not know what to do with the other stories and poems he was trying to write.

Dick Moeller was the only one of Ray’s high school crowd still in Yakima that winter and spring of 1957. The two spent a lot of time together, but when Moeller asked Ray about his father, Ray gave him the impression that C. R. had died in California. Moeller distinctly remembers a day when Ray’s uncle allowed them to take out his brand-new Lincoln Premier, a Starmist White two-door hardtop with swept-back tail fins and big white-wall tires and every factory option. “We drove up the old canyon road north of Yakima, and that really thrilled Ray. You could see the smile on his face. Ray loved big cars.” Some nights Dick and Ray put on suits and ties so they would look older than their eighteen years and went to the Circus Inn, “a cocktail lounge, and we always said we were going there to check out the babes, you know.”23

As that spring advanced, Maryann came to Ray with news that trumped his other concerns. She thought she was pregnant. One could say that Ray’s destiny as a writer was set when he heard this news and proposed marriage. Couples and domestic life became and remained his most profound subjects. Carver makes the point himself in an interview: “Most of what now strikes me as story ‘material’ presented itself to me after I was twenty. I really don’t remember much about my life before I became a parent. I really don’t feel that anything happened in my life until I was twenty and married and had the kids. Then things started to happen.”24

Maryann’s mother fumed about Maryann’s plan to marry Ray, foreseeing that it would interfere with her career plans. Alice explained, “My sister had offered to pay for her college because Maryann by that time wanted to be a lawyer and would have been a good one.” But there seems to have been no hesitation about Maryann’s and Ray’s decision to marry. In the fifties, before reliable birth control and sexual freedom, it was certainly common for young brides to be pregnant. Maryann and Ray might have married young in any case. During the 1950s, the average age of marriage for American women dropped into the teens and the number of women in college fell lower than it had been before World War II, while the U.S. birthrate soared.25 Besides, Maryann and Ray were like the couple Carver describes in the story “Distance”: “They were kids themselves, but they were crazy in love, this 18-year-old boy and his 17-year-old girl friend when they married, and not all that long afterwards they had a daughter.”

Marriage appealed to both Ray and Maryann. Marriage would confer the kind of status Carver mentions in his story “Tell the Women We’re Going”: as the character Bill thinks, “it made him feel older, having married friends.” Confirmation of Maryann’s pregnancy by a doctor on the day before their wedding only heightened their enthusiasm.26 In “Egress,” Ray described his feeling: “… My wife was pregnant. We were thrilled / beyond measure or accounting for…”

Maryann graduated from Saint Paul’s on June 1, one of fourteen in the graduating class. Her name does not appear among the list of academic, citizenship, or athletic honors bestowed upon some class members, perhaps because she had postponed her college plans. It would have taken an even bolder girl than Maryann Burk to think of attending university while pregnant in 1957. Few residential colleges of the sort that Saint Paul’s girls entered—Wellesley, Mills, and Vassar were typical choices—would have permitted it. Both Ray and Maryann were below the legal age for marriage, so their mothers accompanied them to the Yakima County Courthouse to get a marriage license. At a wedding shower the same night, Ray looked positively ebullient. Handsome in a dark shirt, he winked at a photographer, one arm confidently akimbo, the other around Maryann. Everyone might have suspected that Maryann was pregnant, but she certainly didn’t look it. She’s thin as a reed in these pictures as she gazes at her intended. The day after the shower, a notice on the society page of the Yakima Daily Republic described the event down to “a heart-shaped cake with red roses.”27

On Friday evening June 7, Maryann and Ray were married at Saint Michael’s Episcopal Church. According to Maryann, Ray made all the arrangements for the wedding: “He bought the rings and worked hard on the plans.” It was not true, though—as Ray wrote in a 1987 letter—that he attended a high school friend’s funeral in the same church the day before his wedding. “Ray was a storyteller. He made that up to create foreshadowing,” Maryann said.28 With a linen and lace sheath dress borrowed from her sister Jerry, Maryann wore a white rosebud corsage. Carrying gloves and wearing a close-fitting feather bandeau in her dark, curly hair, Maryann looked older than her sixteen years. Pictures taken at the church again showed a twinkle in the groom’s eye.

Saint Paul’s headmistress, Hedwig Zorb, and housemother, Mrs. Fulton, attended the double-ring ceremony. Maryann’s older sister, Jerry, stood up with her. Val Burk “gave away” his daughter and paid for flowers, hairstyling, and liquor for the youthful wedding party. Irmagene Kulp remembers that she and Amy were “awestruck with what seemed a storybook courtship and a beautiful wedding.” Ray turned to Neil Shinpaugh to be his best man. “Not too many of us were left around there then that ran around with Ray. Seems like it was just a late-minute deal, a whirlwind thing, and I was the one who was handy.” Ella and the Archers, along with pharmacist Al Kurbitz and history teacher Roy Hoover and their wives sat on Ray’s side of the aisle, but Ray’s dad, afraid to leave his job in Chester, was missing from the festivities. Hoover was surprised when Ray invited him to his wedding. He hadn’t been aware that Ray had a girlfriend; his wife, Marjorie, thought it was “probably the saddest, most poignant wedding I have ever been to in my life… because the feeling of caring between families that was missing.29

On a honeymoon trip to Seattle, the newlyweds checked into the modest Ray Hotel, but admired the huge red and white neon letters that spelled out VANCE on a nicer hotel across the street. That was a name to remember. In one of his notebooks, Carver writes of a man who can recall little about his wedding except that his fingernail kept snagging in his wife’s negligee as they made love in a Seattle hotel.30 That tiny image tells a great deal about Carver: his hypersensitivity to minutiae of the body—he wrote stories about a man with a hair stuck between his teeth and a man whose ear is clogged with wax, and poems about his toes and a numb arm. Maryann recalled that the huge struggle ahead of them began to hit her and Ray while they were in Seattle.

More romantic feeling is evinced in Carver’s poem “Woman Bathing,” which describes a summer afternoon of making love below a falls on the Naches River west of Yakima. Here the speaker dries his lover with his undershirt, seeing in the outline of her figure the clarity of a Picasso. They laugh, knowing that days like this one are fleeting: “Time is a mountain lion.”

The Carvers’ family doctor allowed the young couple to live rent-free in a basement below his office in exchange for keeping the office clean. Their apartment had three rooms, linoleum floors, and high windows, just like the one in Carver’s story “Distance,” where Carver has his character—“the boy”—sit down at the desk in the doctor’s private office, put his feet up, and use the telephone and office stationery for personal business, playacting as more jaded couples do in Carver’s stories of voyeurism like “Neighbors.” Thus Ray and Maryann—teenagers still—imagined what it was like to have a professional office complete with desk and telephone.

Through the summer, Maryann’s girlish body grew into a constant reminder of the gravity of their circumstances. She borrowed homemade maternity clothes from Violet Archer’s daughter-in-law, who complained that they came back to her in poor condition.31 The world around Ray and Maryann was changing, too, that fall: in the Carver family’s home state of Arkansas, federal troops enforced the Supreme Court–ordered integration of Little Rock Central High School by nine Negro students, and Russia launched two Sputnik satellites (one carrying a dog) into space orbit. Jack Kerouac published On the Road.

Ray’s daily life didn’t change, however. He continued working as a clerk and delivery man for the Kurbitz Pharmacies. He wrote poems in longhand. He and Maryann visited Dick Moeller in Seattle and camped in the Cascade foothills. In “The Student’s Wife,” the character Nan describes in lush detail a camping trip when her husband read aloud to her from Elizabeth Browning and The Rubiyat:

She lay there grinning the whole time, though, burrowed up against his warm body and tracing a finger across his chest while he read in this strong, boyish voice. Then he stood up, tall and white, his giant shadow climbing and dipping on the trunks of the other trees as he fiddled with the lantern… stars appeared overhead, sharp and glistening through the openings in the pine trees, and she could hear the swift river on the other side of the clearing. Then they made love.32

At Maryann’s urging, in the fall Ray signed up for two classes at Yakima Junior College—History of Medieval Europe and Introduction to Philosophy—and he joined a literary club. He got Cs in both classes and picked up a smattering of medieval imagery that would show up later in his stories and poems. In the spring, he would continue with European History Since 1870 and sociology, earning Bs in both classes.33

C.R. hadn’t attended Maryann and Ray’s wedding because he was barely hanging on to his health and his job at Collins Pine. Late in the fall, he finally collapsed at the mill. From California, Ella called Ray and asked him to come help. He rode the bus to Chester, where he found C.R. hospitalized and in the midst of a nervous breakdown. There was little he and his mother could do but take James out of school and drive the whole family back to Yakima, where they knew the doctors and could be close to the wider family. The only time C.R. spoke on the long drive was when Ray “was speeding down a gravel road in Oregon and the car muffler came loose. ‘You were going too fast,’ he said.”34

As James saw it decades later, “First my father lost his physical health, then he lost his emotional health.” Certainly the work injury C.R. had suffered had something to do with his breakdown, but no clear diagnosis has been reported. James “heard it was a sawtooth cut that got infected and led to blood poisoning.” Lead poisoning from filing room tools, with its known symptoms of fatigue and mental deterioration, cannot be ruled out, nor can the effects of depression and alcoholism.



In Yakima, C.R. received electroshock treatments. James and Ella moved into a cabin that Fred and Billie Carver owned, and Ella waitressed at Turf Recreation. James, who turned fifteen that year, worked ten or twelve hours a day picking fruit for a dollar an hour. Still they could not pay the hospital bills. C.R. lived, forever diminished and rarely able to work. Sometimes he and Ella and James received public assistance money, which they all found humiliating; usually they got by on what Ella and James could earn. Ella sold one of her most prized possessions, a Kelvinator Deepfreeze. The freezer had been a bulwark against hard times, kept full of her home-baked pies, along with venison and wildfowl the men had hunted. Its loss—like losing a refrigerator for the unemployed man in “Preservation”—felt like a last mooring giving way. To Ray at the time, his parents’ predicament seemed disturbing and disgraceful. After one visit to the little cabin where they and James lived, Ray said, “I’d be ashamed if I cared about them any longer.” Ray loved his father dearly, but he must have been angry with him for the weakness—alcoholism or injury or both—that prevented C.R. from being the father that he needed and wanted.35

Christine LaRae Carver was born December 2 at Valley Memorial Hospital, named in part for her father and grandfather. During the three days that Maryann stayed in the hospital, Christine’s grandfather Clevie Raymond was two floors up in the psychiatric ward. When Ray told his dad that he’d become a grandfather, forty-four-year-old C.R. replied, “I feel like a grandfather.”

As the Carver generations realigned, death seemed to prowl the edges of Ray’s world. There was his father, a walking ghost it seemed now, whom he never mentioned outside of his family. Tommy Dorsey, the bandleader and sax player, drowned in his own drunken vomit not long after Ray heard him at Playland. In August 1957, Uncle Walter Carver in Arkansas, youngest brother of Ray’s grandfather, shot himself with a .22-caliber pistol after he retired from his job as a railroad engineer. Then a man Ray knew, his employer’s brother Dr. Ken Kurbitz, fell dead in his bathroom after dinner. To get his body out, a door had to be taken off its hinges. Ray, already developing the writer’s habit of storing events for artistic retrieval, made an entry in a spiral notebook: “Removing the door for Dr. Kurbitz.” Finding that note years later prompted him to write a poem called “Egress” about a time when, he said, he was young and happy and had no need for death and notebooks. Yet he wrote it down.36

Throughout the fall and winter of his first year of marriage, Ray continued to go hunting with Frank Sandmeyer, especially on Sunday afternoons. Maryann noticed that her husband often sat down to work on his poems on Sunday evenings after a day of goose hunting. These two things—being out in the wild country and traveling within to find the words that sustained him—coincided for Ray. In time he would learn to use words to describe his family life too. Indeed, Carver’s story “Distance,” based on the winter Ray became a father, records one stage of that interior journey: “… he turned up the furnace and helped her bathe the baby. He marveled again at the infant who had half his features, the eyes and mouth, and half the girl’s, the chin, the nose. He powdered the tiny body and then powdered in between the fingers and toes.”

“Distance” is a classic frame story with a love story nestled inside. A father relates the story to his daughter, “a cool, slim, attractive girl” who has “passed safely through her adolescence into young womanhood.” This grown-up daughter asks what it was like “when she was a kid.” The father replies by telling her about the young couple who were her parents, calling them simply “the boy” and “the girl.” The young couple “were very much in love. On top of this they had great ambitions and they were wild dreamers.” Any new parent might recognize the way these two squirm and settle under the weight of their new responsibility. The girl needs to be told the boy loves her, and she flirts with him until he says the thing she wants to hear: “We’ll always be together. We’re like the Canadian geese, he said, taking the first comparison that came to mind, for they were often on his mind in those days. They only marry once…”37

When baby Catherine’s cries awaken them, the boy and girl take turns rocking her through the small hours of the night. At one point, the boy swears and the girl’s voice becomes edgy. The new father’s estrangement is further indicated by his random switching of pronouns for the baby: sometimes it, sometimes she. As dawn nears and the boy puts on his hunting gear, the couple have their first argument. The baby is the cipher—neither knows if she/it is truly sick, neither has any way of knowing, and they are each deeply but differently frightened.





OEBPS/images/copy.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781439160589.jpg
RAYMOND
CARVER

A Whiter’s Life

Carol Sklenicka

SCRIBNER
New York London Toronto Sydney





OEBPS/images/front.jpg





OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
SCRIBNER

N Xk “Tonton “Dosisits Syl





